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PREFACE TO THE TWELFTH 
EDITION 


S INCE this book first appeared, nineteen years ago, the study 
of mysticism — ^not only m England, but also m France, Ger- 
many and Italy — haa been almost completely transformed 
From being regarded, whether cntically or favourably, as a by- 
way of religion, it is now more and more generally accepted by 
theologians, philosophers and psychologists, as representing in its 
intensive form the essential religious experience of man The 
labours of a generation of religious psychologists — following, and 
to some extent superseding the pioneer work of William James — 
have already done much to disentangle its substance from 
the psycho-physical accidents which often accompany mystical 
apprehension \Miilst we are less eager than our predecessors 
to dismiss all accounts of abnormal experience as the fruit of 
superstition or disease, no responsible student now identifies 
the mystic and the ecstatic, or looks upon visionary and other 
“extraordinary phenomena” as either guaranteeing or discrediting 
the witness of the mystical saints Even the remorseless explora- 
tions and destructive criticisms of the psycho-analytic school are 
now seen to have effected a useful work, throwing into relief the 
genuine spiritual activities of the psyche, while explaining in 
a naturalistic sense some of their less fortunate ps3'cho-physical 
accompaniments The philosophic and theological landscape also, 
with its increasing emphasis on Transcendence, its new friend- 
liness to the concept of the Supernatural, is becoming ever more 
favourable to the metaphysical claims of the mystics On one 
hand the prompt welcome given to the work of Rudolf Otto 
and Karl Barth, on the other the renewed interest in Thomist 
philosophy, seem to indicate a growing recognition of the dis- 
tinctness and independence of the Spintual Order, and a revival 
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of the creaturely sense, strongly contrasting with the temper of 
late nineteenth-century thought 

Were I, then, now planning this book for the first time, its 
arguments would be differently stated More emphasis would 
be given {a) to the concrete, richly living yet unchanging 
character of the Reality over against the mystic, as the r->-st 
term, cause and incentive of his experience, (b) to that paraaox 
of utter contrast yet profound relation between the Creator and 
the creature, God and the souf, which makes possible his develop- 
ment , (c) to the predominant part played m that development 
by the free and prevenient action of the Supernatural — in theo- 
logical language, by " grace” — as against all merely evolutionary 
or emergent theories of spintual transcendence. I feel more and 
more that no psychological or evolutionary treatment of man’s 
spiritual history can be adequate which ignores the element of 
“given-ness" in all genuine mystical knowledge Though the 
mystic life means organic growth, its first term must be sought 
in ontology, m the Vision of the Prmciple, as St. Gregory the 
Great taught long ago For the real sanction of that life does 
not inhere in the fugitive expenences or even the transformed 
personality of the subject, but in the metaphysical Object which 
that subject apprehends 

Again, it now seems to me that a critical realism, which found 
room for the duality of our full human experience — ^the Eternal 
and the Successive, supernatural and natural reality — ^would 
provide a better philosophic background to the expenence of the 
mystics than the vitalism which appeared, twenty years ago, to 
offer so promising a way of escape from scientific determinism 
Determinism — ^more and more abandoned by its old friends the 
physicists — ^is no longer the chief enemy to such a spiritual 
interpretation of life as is required by the experience of the 
mystics It is rather a naturahstic monism, a shcdlow doctrine 
I of immanence unbalanced by any adequate sense of transcen- 
I dence, which now threatens to re-model theology m a sense 
which leaves no room for the noblest and purest reaches of the 
spintual life 

Yet in spite of the adjustments required by such a shifting 
of the philosophic outlook, and by nearly twenty years of further 
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study and meditation, the final positions which seem to me to 
be required by the existence of mysticism remain substantially 
unchanged Twenty years ago, I was already convinced that the 
facts of man’s spiritual experience pointed to a limited dualism; 
a diagram which found place for his contrasting apprehension 
of Absolute and Contingent, Being and Becoming, Simultaneous 
and Successive. Further, tha^ these facts involved the existence 
in him too of a certain doubleness, a higher and lower, natural 
and transcendental self — something*equivalent to that “Funklein” 
spark, or apex of the soul on which the mystics have always 
insisted as the instrument of their special experience Both these 
opinions were then unpopular The second, m particular, has 
been severely criticized by Professor Pratt and other authonties 
on the psychology of religion Yet the constructive work which 
has since been done on the metaphysical implications of mystical 
^experience has tended more and^more to establish their necessity, 
|at least as a basis of analysis, and they can now claim the most 
distinguished support 

The recovery of the concept of the Supernatural — a word 
which no respectable theologian of the last generation cared to 
use — ^is closely linked with the great name of Friedrich von 
Hugel His persistent opposition to all merely monistic, pantheist 
and immanental philosophies of religion, and his insistence on the 
need of a "two-step diagram” of the Reality accessible to man, 
though little heeded in his hfe-time, are now bearing fruit This 
re-instatement of the Transcendent, the "Wholly Other,” as the 
religious fact, is perhaps the most fundamental of the philosophic 
changes which have directly affected the study of mysticism 
It thus obtains a metaphysical background which harmonizes 
with its greatest declarations, and supports its claim to empirical 
knowledge of the Truth on which all religion rests Closely 
connected wth the transcendence of its Object, are the twin 
doctrines emphasized in all Von Hugel’s work. First, that while 
mysticism is an essential element in full human religion, it can 
never be the whole content of such religion It requires to be 
embodied in some degree in history, dogma and institutions 
if it IS to reach the sense-conditioned human mind. Secondly, 
that the antithesis between the religions of “authority” and of 
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"spirit,” the "Church” and the “mystic,” is false Each requires 
the other The "exclusive” mystic, who condemns all outward 
forms and rejects the support of the religious complex, is an 
abnormality He inevitably tends towards pantheism, and seldom 
exhibits in its richness the Umtive Life It is the "inclusive” 
mystic, whose freedom and originality are fed but not hampered 
by the spiritual tradition within which he appears, who accepts 
the mcainational status of the human spirit, and can “find the 
inward m the outward as \\%11 as the inward m the inward,” 
who shows us in their fullness and beauty the hfe-givmg possi- 
bilities of the soul transfigured in God 

Second m importance among the changes which have come 
over the study of mysticism, I should reckon the work done 
during the last decade upon the psychology of prayer and con-' 
templation I cannot comment here upon the highly technical 
discussions between experts as to the place where the line is to 
be drawn between "natural” and “supernatural,” "active” and 
"infused” operations of the soul in communion with God, or the 
exact distinction between "ordinary” and "extraordinary” con- 
templation But the fact that these discussions have taken place 
IS itself significant, and reqmres from religious psychology the 
acknowledgement of a genuine two-foldness m human nature — 
the difference m kind between Anivms the surface-self and Amma 
the transcendental self, m touch with supernatural realities 
Here, the most important work has been done in France, and 
especially by the Abbe Bremond, whose "Priere et Poesie" and 
"Introduction a la Philosophic de la Priere” — based on a vast 
acquaintance with mystical literature — mark, I believe, the 
beginning of a new understanding of the character of contem- 
plation The Thomist philosophy of Maritam, and the psycho- 
logical researches of Marechal, tend to support this developing 
view of the mystical experience, even in its elementary forms, 
as an activity of the transcendental self, genuinely supernatural, 
yet not necessarily involving any abnormal manifestations, and 
linked by the ascending “degrees of prayer” with the subject’s 
“ordinary” religious life This disentangling of the substance 
of mysticism from the psycho-physical accidents of trance, 
ecstasy, vision and other abndrmal phenomena which often 
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accompany it, and its vindication as something which gives the 
self a genuine knowledge of transcendental Reality — with its 
accompanying demonstration of the soberness and sanity of the 
greatest contemplative saints — ^isthe last of the beneficent changes 
which have transformed our study of the mystics In this country 
it IS identified with the work of two Benedictine scholars. Abbot 
Chapman of Downside and Dom Cuthbert Butler, whose “Western 
Mysticism" is a masterly exhibition of the religious and psycho- 
logical normality of the Christian contemplative life, as developed 
by its noblest representatives 

Since this book was written, our knowledge of the mystics has 
been much extended by the appearance of critical texts of 
many writings which had only been known to us m garbled 
versions, or in translations made with an eye to edification 
rather than accuracy Thus the publication of the authentic 
revelations of Angela of Foligno — one of the most interesting 
discoveries of recent years — has disclosed the unsuspected splen- 
dour of her mystical experience The critical texts of St Teresa 
and St. John of the Cross which are now available amend previous 
versions m many important respects We have reliable editions 
of Tauler and Ruysbroeck, of “The Cloud of Unknowing," and 
of Walter Hilton’s works The renewed interest in seventeenth- 
century mysticism, due m part to the Abbe Bremond’s great 
work, has resulted m the publication of many of its documents 
So too the literary, social and historical links between the mystics, 
the influence of environment, the great part played by forgotten 
spiritual movements and inarticulate saints, are beginning to be 
better understood Advantage has been taken of these facts in 
preparing the present edition All quotations from the mystics 
have been revised by companson with the best available texts 
The increased size of the historical appendix and bibliography 
IS some indication of the niciss of fresh material which is now 
at the disposal of students, material which must be examined 
with truth-loving patience, with sympathy, and above all with 
humility, by those who desire to make valid additions to our 
knowledge of the conditions under which the human spirit has 
communion with God 

Easter 1^30 
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T his book falls naturally into two parts; each of which 
IS really complete in itself, though they are in a sense 
complementary to one another Whilst the second and 
longest part contains a somewhat detailed study of the nature 
and development of man’s spintual or mystical consciousness, the 
first is intended rather to provide an introduction to the general 
subject of mysticism Exhibitmg it by turns from the point of 
view of metaphysics, psychology, and symbolism, it is an attempt 
to gather between the covers of one volume information at 
present scattered amongst many monographs and text-books 
written in divers tongues, and to give the student in a compact 
form at least the elementary facts m regard to each of those 
subjects which are most closely connected with the study of the 
mystics 

Those mystics, properly speakmg, can only be studied in their 
works works winch are for the most part left unread by those 
who now talk much about mysticism Certainly the general reader 
has this excuse, that the masterpieces of mystical literature, full 
of strange beauties though they be, offer considerable difficulties 
to those who come to them unprepared. In the first seven chapters 
of this book I have tried to remove a few of these difficulties , to 
provide the necessary preparation, and to exhibit the relation in 
which mysticism stands to other forms of hfe If, then, the readers 
of this section are enabled by it to come to the encounter of 
mystical literature with a greater power of sympathetic com- 
prehension than they previously possessed, it will have served 
the purpose for which it has been composed 

It IS probable that almost every such reader, according to 
the angle from which he approaches the subject, wiU here find a 
good deal which seems to him superfluous But different types 
of mind will find this unnecessary elaboration in different places. 
The psychologist, approaching from the scientific standpoint, 
eager for morbid phenomena, has little use for disquisitions 
on symbohsm, religious or other. The symbohst, approaching 
from the artistic standpoint, seldom admires the proceedings ot 
psychology. I beheve, however, that none who wish to obtain 
an idea of mysticism in its wholeness, as a form of hfe, can afford 
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to neglect any of the aspects on which these pages venture +o 
touch. The metaphysician and the psychologist are unwise if they 
do not consider the light thrown upon the ideas of the mystics 
by their attitude towards orthodox theology The theologian is 
stdl more unwise if he refuse to hear the evidence of psychology. 
For the benefit of those whose mterest in mysticism is chiefly 
literary, and who may care to be provided with a clue to the 
symbolic and allegorical element m the writmgs of the contem- 
platives, a short section on thbse symbols of which they most 
often make use has been added Finally, the persistence amongst 
us of the false opinion which confuses mysticism with occult 
philosophy and psychic phenomena, has made it necessary to 
deal with the vital distinction w’hich exists between it and every 
form of magic 

Specialists m any of these great departments of knowledge will 
probably be disgusted by the elementary and superficial manner 
in which their specific sciences are here treated But this book 
does not venture to address itself to specialists From those who 
are already fully conversant with the matters touched upon, it asks 
the indulgence which really kindhearted adults are always ready 
to extend towards the efforts of youth Philosophers are earnestly 
advised to pass over the first two chapters, and theologians to 
practise the same charity in respect of the section dealing with 
their science 

The giving of merely historiced mformation is no part of the 
present plan except m so far as chronology has a bearing upon 
the most fascinating of all histones, the history of the spint of 
man Many books upon mysticism have been based on the 
historical method amongst them two such very different works 
as Vaughan's supercihous and unworthy “Hours with the 
Mystics” and Dr Inge’s scholarly Bampton lectures It is a 
method which seems to be open to some objection smce mysticism 
avowedly deals with the individual not as he stands m relation 
to the civilization of his time, but as he stands in relation to 
truths that are timeless All mystics, said Saint-Martin, speak 
the same language and come from the same country As against 
that fact, the place which they happen to occupy in the kingdom 
of this world matters httle Nevertheless, those who are unfamfiiar 
with the history of mysticism properly so called, and to whom 
the names of the great contemplatives convey no accurate sug- 
gestion of period or nationahty, may be glad to have a short 
statement of their order m time and distribution in space Also, 
some knowledge of the genealogy of mysticism is desirable if 
we are to distinguish the original contributions of each mdividual 
from the mass of speculation and statement which he inherits 
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from the past Those entirely unacquainted with these matters 
may find it helpful to glance at the Appendix before proceeding 
to the body of the work, since few things are more disagreeable 
than the constant encounter of persons to whom we have not been 
introduced 

The second part of the book, for which the first seven chapters 
are intended to provide a preparation, is avowedly psychological 
It is an attempt to set out and justify a definite theory of the 
nature of man's mj'stical consciousness the necessary stages of 
organic growth through which the typical mystic passes, the 
state of equilibrium towards which he tends Each of these 
stages — and also the characteristically mystical and still largely 
mysterious experiences of visions and voices, contemplation and 
ecstasy — though viewed from the standpoint of psychology, is 
illustrated from the lives of the mystics, and where possible 
in their own words In planning these chapters I have been 
considerably helped by M Delacroix’s brilliant "Etudes sur le 
Mysticisme," though unable to accept his conclusions and heie 
gladly take the opportunity of acknowledging my debt to him 
and also to Baron von Hugel’s classic "Mystical Element of 
Religion ” This book, which only came into my hands when 
my own was planned and partly written, has since been a con- 
stant source of stimulus and encouragement 

Finalty, it is perhaps well to say something as to the exact 
sense in w'hich the term "Mysticism” is here understood One 
of the most abused words in the English language, it has been 
used in different and often mutually exclusive senses by religion, 
poetry, and philosophy has been claimed as an excuse for even 
kind of occultism, for dilute transcendentalism, vapid sym- 
bohsm, religious or aesthetic sentimentality, and bad metaphysics 
On the other hand, it has been freely employed as a term ol con- 
tempt by those who have criticized these things It is much to 
be hoped that it may be restored sooner or later to its old meaning, 
as the science or art of the spiritual life 

Meanwhile, those who use the term "Mysticism” are bound 
in self-defence to explain what they mean by it Broadly speaking, 
I understand it to be the expression of the innate tendency ol 
the human spirit towards complete harmony with the transcen- 
dental order, whatever be the theological formula under wliitli 
that order is understo od This tendency, m great mystics, giadu- 
ally captures the whole field of consciousness, it dominates their 
life and, in the experience called "mystic union,” attains its end 
Whether that end be called the God of Christianity, the World- 
soul of Pantheism, the Absolute of Philosophy, the desire to 
attam it and the movement toWards it — so long as this is a genuine 
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life process and not an intellectual speciflation — is the proper 
subject of mysticism I believe this movement to represent the true 
line of development of the highest form of human consciousness 

It is a pleasant duty to offer my heartiest thanks to the many 
kind friends and fellow students, of all shades of opmion, who 
have given me their help and encouragement Amongst those to 
whom my heaviest debt of gratitude is due are Mr W Scott 
Palmer, for much valuable, generous, and painstaking assistance, 
particularly in respect of the chapter upon Vitahsm and Miss 
Margaret Robinson, who in addition many other kind offices, 
has made all the translations from Meister Eckhart and Mechthild 
of Magdeburg here given 

Sections of the MS have been kindly read by the Rev Dr. 
Inge, by Miss May Sinclair, and by Miss Eleanor Gregory, from 
all of whom I have received much helpful and expert advice 
To Mr Arthur Symons my thanks and those of my readers are 
specially due, since it is owing to his generous permission that 
I am able to make full use of his beautiful translations of the 
poems of St John of the Cross Others who have given me much 
help in various directions, and to whom most grateful acknow- 
ledgments are here offered, are Miss Constance Jones, Miss Ethel 
Barker, Mr J A Herbert of the British Museum — ^who first 
brought to my notice the newly discovered "Mirror of Simple 
Souls” — the Rev Dr Arbuthnot Nairn, Mr. A E Waite, and 
Mr H Stuart Moore, F S A The substance of two chapters — 
those upon “The Characteristics of Mysticism” and "Mysticism 
and Magic” — has already appeared in the pages of The Quest 
and The Fortnightly Remew These sections are here reprinted by 
kmd permission of their respective editors. 


Feast of Si John of the Cross 
igio 
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PART ONE 

THE MYSTIC FACT 



"\Vhat the world, which truly knows nothing, calls 'mysticism’ is the 
saence of uUimaies, . , the saence of self-evident Reahty, which cannot 
be ‘reasoned about,’ because it is the object of pure reason or perception 
The Babe snckmg its mother's breast, and the Lover returning, after 
twenty years’ separation, to his home and food m the same bosom, are 
the types and pnnces of Mystics ” 

Coventry Patmore, 

"The Rod, the Root, and the Flower" 
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CHAPTER I 

THE POINT gP DEPARTURE 


The mystic type — its persistence — Man’s qhest of Truth — ^The Mystics claim 
to have attained it — ^The foundations of experience — The Self — its sensations — 
its concepts — ^The sense-isorld — its unreal character — Philosophy — ^its classic 
theories of Reahty — ^Naturalism — ^its failures — Idealism — ^its limitations — Philo- 
sophic Scepticism — the logical end of Intellectualism — Failure of philosophy and 
science to discover Reality — Emotional and spintual e\perience — its validity — 
Rehgion — Suffering — Beauty — ^Theii mystical aspects — Mysticism as the science 
of the Real — Its statements — its practice — It claims direct communion with the 
Absolute 

T he most highly developed branches of the human family 
have m common one pecuhar characteristic. They tend 
to produce — sporadically it is true, and often m the teeth 
of adverse external circumstances — a curious and definite type of 
personahty, a type which refuses to be satisfied with that which 
other- men call expenence, and is inclmed, m the words of its 
enemies, to “ deny the world m order -^at^Unay find reah^ ” We 
meet these persons in the east and the west, in'the anciVhtrmedi- 
aeval, and modern worlds Jheir one passion appears to be the i 
prosecution of a certain spiritual and mtangible quest the finding 
of a “way out” or a “way back” to some desirable stafe'imvlliclr 
alone they^can satisfy their craving for absolute truth This quest, 
for tEefn, has constituted the whole meaning of life They have 
■made for it without effort sacrifices which have appeared enormous 
to other men and it is an mdirect testimony to its objective actu- 
ality, that whatever the place or penod in which they have arisen, 
their aims, dqctrmes and methods have been substantially the 
same. T heir exp erience, J.hej3ore> forms a body of evidence, 
cunously self-consistent and often mutually explanatory, which 
must be taien into account before we can add up the sum of the 
energies and potentialities of the human spirit, or reasonably 
speculate on its relations to the unknown world which lies outside 
the bo undaries of sense 

j All men, at one time or another, have fallen in love with the 
■^giled^Isis whom they call Truth. With most, this has been a 
passing passion, they have early seen its hopelessness and turned 
to''ni6fir practical things But others remain all their hves the 
.ievoul lovers of reahty. though the manner of their love, the 
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vision which they make to themselves of the beloved object, 
vanes enormously Some see Truth as Dante saw Beatrice an 
adorable yet intangible figure, found in this world yet revealmg 
the next To others she seems rather an evil but an irresistible 
enchantress enticing, demandmg payment and betraying her 
lover at the last Some have seen her in a test tube, and some in a 
poet’s dream some_bgfore the a ltar , others in the slime The 
extreme pragmatists have even fought her in the kitchen, de- 
claring that she may best be recognized by her" utility Last 
stage of all, the philosophici sceptic has comforted an unsuccessful 
courtship by assunng himself that his mistress is not reaUy there 
Under whatsoever symbols they have objectified their quest, 
none of these seekers have ever been able to assure the world 
that they have found, seen face to face, the Reahty behmd the 
veil But if we may trust the reports of the mystics — and they 
are reports given with a strange accent of certamty and good faith 
-^hey have succeeded where all these others have failed, in 
e^abhshmg immediate communication between the spirit of man, 
entangled as they declare amongst material things, and that "only 
Reahty," that immatenal and final Being, which some philosophers 
call the Absolute, and most theologians call God This, they 
say — and here many who are not mystics agree with them — is 
the hidden Truth which is the object of man’s craving, the only 
satisfying goal of his quest Hence, they should claim from us the 
same attention that we give to other explorers of countries in 
which we are not competent to adventure ourselves, for the 
mystics are the pioneers of the spiritual world, and we have no 
nght to deny vahdity to their discoveries, merely because we lack 
the opportunity or the courage necessary to those who would 
prosecute such explorations for themselves 
It IS the object of this book to attempt a description, and also 
— though this IS needless for those who read that description m 
good faith — a justification of these experiences and the conclu- 
sions which have been drawn from them So remote, however, 
are these matters from our ordinary habits of thought, that 
their investigation entails, in those who would attempt to under- 
stand them, a definite preparation a purging of the intellect As 
with those who came of old to the Mysteries, purification is here 
the gate of knowledge -We must come to this encounter with 
minds cleared of prejudice and convention, must dehberately 
break with our inveterate habit of takmg the "visible world” for 
granted; our lazy assumption that somehow science is "real” 
and metaphysics is not We must pull down our own card houses — 
descend, as the mystics say, "mto our nothmgness” — and examine 
for ourselves the foundations of all possible human experience 
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before we are in a position to criticize the'buildings of the vision- 
aries, the poets, and the saints We must not begin to talk of the 
unreal world of these dreamers until we have discovered — if we 
can — a real world with which it may be compared 

Such a criticism of reality is of course the business of philosophy. 

I need hardly say that this book is not written by a philosopher, 
nor IS it addressed to students of that imperial science. Neverthe- 
less, amateurs though we be, we cannot reach our starting-pomt 
without trespassmg to some extent on philosophic ground. That 
ground covers the whole area of first »prmciples and it is to first 
principles that we must go, if we would understand the true 
significance of the mystic type. 

Let us then begin at the begmnmg and remind ourselves of 
a few of the tnte and primary facts which all practical persons 
agree to ignore That beginning, for human thought, is of course 
the I, the Ego, the self-conscious subject which is writmg this 
book, or the other self-conscious subject which is reading it; and 
which declares, m the teeth of all arguments, I AM.' Here is a 
pomt as to which we all feel quite sure No metaphysician has 
yet shaken the ordmary individual’s belief m his own existence. 
The uncertainties only begin for most of us when we ask what 
else IS 

To this I, this conscious self “unprisoned m the body like an' 
oyster m his shell,"® come, as we Icnow, a constant stream of 
messages and experiences. Chief amongst these are the stimulation 
of the tactile nerves whose result we call touch, the vibrations 
taken up by the optic nerve which we caU hght, and those taken 
up by the ear and perceived as sound. 

What do these experiences mean? The first answer of the 
unsophisticated Self is, that they indicate the nature of the 
external world it is to the "evidence of her senses” that she turns, 
when she is asked what the world is like From the messages 
received through those senses, which pour in on her whether she 
will or no, battering upon her gateways at every instant and from 
every side, she constructs that "sense-world" which is the "real 
and solid world” of normal men As the impressions come m — or 
rather those interpretations of the original impressions which 
her nervous system supphes — she pounces on them, much as 
players m the spelling game pounce on the separate letters dealt 

' Even this I AM, which has seemed safe ground to most metaphysicians, is of 
course combated by certain schools of philosophy “The word Sum," said Eckhait 
long ago, “can be spoken by no creature but by God only for it becomes the 
creature to testify of itself Non Sum " In a less mystical strain Lotze, and after 
him Bradley and other modem writers, have devoted much destructive criticism 
to the concept of the Ego as the starting-point of philosophy looking upon it 
as a large, and logically unwarrantable, assumption. 

’ Plato, "Phaedrus,” § 250 
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out to them. She sorts, accepts, rejects, combines: and then 
triumphantly produces from them a "concept” which is, she 
says, the external world With an enviable £md amazing simplicity 
she attributes her own sensations to the unknown universe The 
stars, she says, are bright , the grass is green For her, as for the 
philosopher Hume, "reality consists m impressions and ideas ” 

It is immediately apparent, however, that this sense-world, 
this seemingly real external umverse — though it may be useful 
and valid m other respects — cannot be the external world, but 
only the. Self’s projected pi-cture of it ‘ It is a work of art, not 
a scientific fact; and, whilst it may well possess the profound 
significance proper to great works of art, is dangerous if treated 
as a subject of analysis Very slight investigation shows that it 
is a picture whose relation to reality is at best symbolic and ap- 
proximate, and which would have no meaning for selves whose 
senses, or channels of communication, happened to be arranged 
upon a different plan The evidence of the senses, then, cannot 
be accepted as evidence of the nature of ultimate reality, useful 
servants, they are dangerous guides Nor can their testimony 
disconcert those seekers whose reports they appear to contradict. 

The conscious self sits, so to speak, at the receiving end of a 
telegraph wire On any other theory than that of mysticism, it is 
her one channel of communication with the hypothetical "external 
world ” The receiving instrument registers certam messages 
She does not know, and — so long as she remains dependent on 
that instrument — never can know, the object, the reahty at the 
other end of the wire, by which those messages are sent, neither 
can the messages truly disclose the nature of that obj’ect But she 
IS justified on the whole in accepting them as evidence that some- 
thing exists beyond herself and her receiving instrument It is 
obvious that the structural pecuharities of the telegraphic mstru- 
ment will have exerted a modifying effect upon the message 
That which is conveyed as dash and dot, colour and shape, may 
have been received in a very different form Therefore this message, 
though it may in a paitial sense be relevant to the supposed 
reahty at the other end, can never be adequate to it There wiU be 
fine vibrations which it fails to take up, others which it confuses 
together Hence a portion of the message is always lost, or, m 

‘ Thus Eckhart, “Eveiy time that the powers of the soul come into contact 
with created things, they receive the create images and likenesses from the created 
thing and absorb them In this way arises the soul's knowledge of created things 
Created things cannot come nearer to the soul than this, and the soul can only 
approach created things by the voluntary reception of images And it is through 
the presence of the image that the soul approaches the created world for the 
image is a Thing, which the soul creates with her own powers Does the soul want 
to know the nature of a stone — a horse — a man? She forms an image " — Meister 
Eckhart, Pred i. (“Mystische Schriften," p 15) 
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other language, there are aspects of the world which we can 
never know. 

The sphere of our possible intellectual knowledge is thus 
strictly conditioned by the limits of our own personality. *On 
t^ basis, not the ends of the earth, but the external termini of 
oiir'own sen s ory ner ves, are the termini pf our_explprqtiQn5j and 
tp/'know oneself” is really to know one’s universe We are locked 
up with our receiving instruments’ we cannot get up and walk 
away in the hope of seemg whidier the Imes lead VEckhart's words 
are stUl final for us. "the soul can oply approach created things 
by the volui^ary reception of_ im ages ” Did some mischievous 
Demiur ge ~cEoose t6~tickle our sensory apparatus in a new way, 
we should receive by this act a new universe 

Wilham James once suggested as a useful exercise for young 
idealists, a consideration of the changes which would be worked 
in our ordinary world if the various branches of our receiving 
instruments exchanged duties; if, for instance, we heard all 
colours and saw all sounds. Such a remark throws a sudden light 
on the strange and apparently msane statement of the visionary 
Saint-Martin, "I heard flowers that sounded, and saw notes that 
shone”, and on the reports of other mystics concerning a rare 
moment of consciousness m which the senses are fused into a smgle 
and meffable act of perception, and colour and sound are known 
as aspects of one thing ^ 

Since music is but an mterpretation of certam vibrations under- 
taken by the ear, and colour an interpretation of other vibrations 
performed by the eye, this is less mad than it sounds and may 
yet be brought withm the radius of physical science Did such 
an alteration of our senses take place the world would still send 
us the same messages — that strange unlcnown world from which, 
on this hypothesis, we are hermetically sealed — but we should 
interpret them differently Beauty would still be ours, though 
speaking another tongue The bird's song would then strike our 
retina as a pageant of colour we should see the magical tones of 
the wmd, hear as a great fugue the repeated and harmonized 
greens of the forest, the cadences of stormy skies Did we realize 
how shght an adjustment of our organs is needed to imtiate us 
into such a world, we should perhaps be less contemptuous of 
those mystics who tell us that they apprehended the Absolute 
as "heavenly music” or "Uncreated Light” less fanatical in our 
determination to make the solid "world of common sense” the only 
standard of reality This “world of common sense” is a conceptual 

* Thus Edward Carpenter says of his own experience of the mystical con- 
sciousness, “The perception seems to be one in which all the senses unite into 
one sense" (quoted in Bucke's “Cosmic Consciousness," p 198) 
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world It may represeift an external universe it certamly does 
represent the activity of the human mind Within that mind it is 
built up and there most of us are content “at ease for aye to 
dwell,” hke the soul in the Palace of Art 

A direct encounter with absolute truth, then, appears to be 
Impossible for normal non-mystical consciousness We cannot 
know the reality, or even prove the existence, of the simplest 
object though this is a limitation which few people realize 
acutely and most would deny But there persists m the race a 
type of personahty which d?es reahze this hmitation and cannot 
be content with the sham reahties that furnish the universe of 
normal men It is necessary, as it seems, to the comfort of persons 
of this type to form for themselves some image of the Something 
or Nothing which is at the end of their telegraph hnes: some 
"conception of being,” some “theory of knowledge ” They are 
tormented by the Unknowable, ache for first prmciples, demand 
some background to the shadow show of thmgs In so far as man 
possesses this temperament, he hungers for reality, and must 
satisfy that hunger as best he can staving off starvation, though 
he many not be filled 

It IS doubtful whether any two selves have offered themselves 
exactly the same image of the truth outside their gates . for a hving 
metaphysic, hke a living religion, is at bottom a strictly personal 
affair — a matter, as Wilham James reminded us, of vision rather 
than of argument ‘ Nevertheless such a living metaphysic may — 
and if sound generally does — escape the stigma of subjectivism 
by outwardly attaching itself to a traditional School , as personal 
rehgion may and should outwardly attach itself to a traditional 
church Let us then consider shortly the results arrived at by these 
traditional schools — the great classic theories concermng the 
nature of reality In them we see crystallized the best that the 
human intellect, left to itself, has been able to achieve 

I The most obvious and generally accepted explanation of 
the world is of course that of Katurahsm, or naive Reahsm’ the 
point of view of the plain man Naturalism states s'lmply that 
we see the real world, though we may not see it very weU What 
seems to normal healthy people to be there, is approximately 
there It congratulates itself on restmg m the concrete , it accepts 
material thmgs as real In other words, our corrected and correlated 
sense impressions, raised to their highest point of efficiency, form 
for it the only valid material of knowledge knowledge itself 
being the classified results of exact observation 

Such an attitude as this may be a counsel of prudence, m view 
of our Ignorance of all that lies beyond • but it can never satisfy 
• “A Pluralistic Universe,” p lo 



JHE POINT OF DEPARTURE 9 

ou r hunfrer for reality It says in effect, “‘The room in which we 
finJT'ourselves is fairly comfortable Draw the curtains, for the 
night IS dark and let us devote ourselves to descnbmg the furni- 
ture " Unfortunately, however, even the furniture refuses to 
accommodate itselt to the naturahstic view of thmgs Once we 
begin to examine it attentively, we find that it abounds in hints 
of wonder and mystery declares aloud that even chairs and tables 
are not what they seem 

We have seen that the most* elementary’ criticism, applied to 
any ordmary object of perception, teijds to invalidate the simple 
and comfortable creed of "common sense”, that not merely faith, 
but gross credulity, is needed by the mind which would accept 
the apparent as the real I say, for instance, that I "see” a house 
I can only mean by this that the part of my receivmg instrument 
which undertakes the duty called vision is affected m a certam way, 
and arouses in my mmd the idea “house ” The idea "house” is 
now treated by me as a real house, and my further observations 
will be an unfolding, enriching, and defining of this image But 
what the external reahty ts which evoked the image that I call 
"h^use,” I do not know and never can know It is as mysterious, 
as far beyond my apprehension, as the constitution of the angelic 
choirs Consciousness shrinks in terror from contact with the ' 
mighty verb "to be ” I may of course call m one sense to "corrobo- 
rate,” as we trustfully say, the evidence of the other, may approach 
the house, and touch it Then the nerves of my hand wiU be affected 
by a sensation which I translate as hardness and solidity , the eye 
by a peculiar and wholly incomprehensible sensation called 
redness, and from these purely personal changes my mind con- 
structs and externalizes an idea which it calls red bricks. Science 
herself, however, if she be asked to verify the reahty of these 
perceptions, at once declares that though the material world be 
real, the ideas of solidity and colour arc but hallucination. They 
belong to the human animal, not to the physical universe : pertain 
to accident not substance, as scholastic plulosophy would say. 

“The red brick,” says Science, "is a mere convention. In reality 
that bit, hke all other bits of the universe, consists, so far as I 
know at present, of innumerable atoms whirling and dancing one 
about the othen It is no more sohd than a snowstorm Were you to 
eat of Alice-m-Wonderland's mushroom and shrink to the dimen- 
sions of the infra-world, each atom with its electrons might seem 
to you a solar system and the red brick itself a universe Moreover, 
these atoms themselves elude me as I try to grasp them They 
are only manifestations of something else Could I track matter 
to its lair, I might conceivably discover that it has no extension, 
and become an idealist in spite of myself. As for redness, as you 
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call it, that is a questisn of the relation between your optic nerve 
and the light waves which it is unable to absorb This evening, 
when the sun slopes, your brick will probably be purple, a very 
little deviation from normal vision on your part would make it 
green Even the sense that the object of perception is outside 
yourself may be fancy, since you as easily attribute this external 
quality to images seen in dreams, and to waking hallucinations, 
as you do to those objects which, as you absurdly say, are 'really 
ihere.’ ” 

Further, there is no trvj^tworthy standard by which we can 
separate the "real” from the "unreal” aspects of phenomena 
Such standards as exist are conventional and correspond to con- 
venience, not to truth It is no argument to say that most men 
see the world in much the same way, and that this "way” is the 
true standard of reality though for practical purposes we have 
agreed that sanity consists in sharmg the hallucinations of our 
neighbours Those who are honest with themselves know that 
this "sharmg” is at best incomplete By the voluntary adoption of 
a new conception of the umverse, the fitting of a new alphabet 
to the old Morse code — a proceeding which we call the acquire- 
ment of knowledge — ^we can and do change to a marked extent 
our way of seeing things building up new worlds from old sense 
impressions, and transmuting objects more easily and thoroughly 
than any magician "Eyes and ears,” said Heracleitus, “are 
bad witnesses to those who have barbarian souls” and even 
those whose souls are civihzed tend to see and hear all things 
through a temperament In one and the same sky the poet may 
discover the habitation of angels, whilst the sailor sees only a 
promise of dirty weather ahead Hence, artist and surgeon, 
Chnstian and rationahst, pessimist and optimist, do actually and 
truly live in different and mutually exclusive worlds, not only ol 
thought but also of perception. Only the happy circumstance that 
our ordinary speech is conventional, not realistic, permits us to 
conceal from one another the unique and lonely world in which 
each fives. Now and then an artist is born, terribly articulate, 
foohshly truthful, who insists on “Speaking as he saw ” Then 
other men, lapped warmly in their artificial universe, agree that 
he IS mad. or, at the very best, an "extraordmarily imaginative 
fellow.” 

Moreover, even this unique world of the individual is not 
permanent. Each of us, as we grow and change, works incessantly 
and involuntarily at the re-making of our sensual universe We 
behold at any specific moment not "that which is,” but "that which 
we are”; and personality undergoes many readjustments in the 
course of its passage from birth through maturity to death. The 
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mind which seeks the Real, then, in this shifting and subjective 
"natural” world is of necessity thrown back on itself on images 
and concepts which owe more to the “seer” than to the “seen.” 
But Reality must be real for all, once they have found it must 
exist "in itself” upon a plane of bemg unconditioned by the per- 
ceiving mind Only thus can it satisfy that mind’s most vital 
instinct, most sacred passion — ^its "instinct for the Absolute,” its 
passion for truth 

You are not asked, as a resuR of these antique and elementary 
propositions, to wipe clean the slate o{ normal human experience, 
and cast in your lot with intellectual nihilism You are only asked 
to acknowledge that it is but a slate, and that the white scratches 
upon It which the ordinary man calls facts, and the Scientific 
Realist calls knowledge, are at best relative and conventionahzed ^ 
symbols of that aspect of the unknowable reahty at which they 
hint. This bemg so, whilst we must all draw a picture of some kind 
on our slate and act in relation therewith, we cannot deny the 
vahdity — though we may deny the usefulness — of the pictures 
which others produce, however abnormal and impossible they 
may seem; since these are sketchmg an aspect of reahty which 
has not come within our sensual field, and so does not and cannot 
form part of our world Yet as the theologian claims that the 
doctnne of the Trinity veils and reveals not Three but One, so the 
varied aspects under which the universe appears to the perceiving 
consciousness hint at a final reality, or in Kantian language, a 
Transcendental Object, which shall be, not any one, yet all of its 
manifestations, transcending yet mcludmg the innumerable 
fragmentary worlds of individual conception We begin, then, 
to ask what can be the nature of this One , and whence comes the 
persistent mstmct which — ^receivmg no encouragement from sense 
experience — apprehends and desires this unknown unity, this 
all-inclusive Absolute, as the only possible satisfaction of its thirst 
for truth 

2 The second great conception of Being — Idealism — ^has 
arrived by a process of elimination at a tentative answer to this 
question. It whisks us far from the material universe, with its 
mterestmg array of “things,” its machinery, its law, into the pure, 
if thin, air of a metaphysical world Whilst the naturahst’s world 
is constructed from an observation of the evidence offered by the 
senses, the Ideahst’s world is constructed from an observation of 
the processes of thought. There are but two things, he says m 
effect, about which we are sure • the existence of a thinkmg subject, 
a conscious Self, and of an object, an Idea, with which that subject 
deals We know, that is to say, both Mind and Thought. Wiat 
we caU the universe is really a collection of such thoughts, and 
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these, we agree, have been more or less distorted by the subject, 
the individual thinker, m the process of assimilation Obviously, 
we do not think aU that there is to be thought, conceive all 
that there is to be conceived, neither do we necessarily combine 
in right order and proportion those ideas which we are capable 
of grasping. Reahty, says Objective Idealism, is the complete, 
undistorted Object, the big thought, of which we pick up these 
fragmentary hints the world of phenomena which we treat as 
real being merely its shadow shoi;^ or “manifestation in space and 
time ” ^ 

According to the form of Objective Idcahsm here chosen from 
amongst many as typical — for almost every Idealist has his own 
scheme of metaphysical salvation' — we live m a universe which 
IS, m popular language, the Idea, or Dream of its Creator We, as 
Twee^edum explamed to Ahce m the most philosophic of all 
fairy tales, are "just part of the dream ” All hfe, all phenomena, 
are the endless modifications and expressions of the one trans- 
cendent Object, the mighty and dynamic Thought of one Absolute 
Thmker, in which we are bathed. This Object, or certain aspects 
of it — and the place of each individual consciousness within the 
Cosmic Thought, or, as we say, our position m life, largely deter- 
mines which these aspects shall be — is mterpreted by the senses 
and conceived by the mind, under limitations which we are accus- 
tomed to call matter, space and time But we have no reason to 
suppose that matter, space, and time are necessarily parts of 
reality, of the ultimate Idea Probability points rather to their 
bemg the pencil and paper ivith which we sketch it As our vision, 
our idea of things, tends to approximate more and more to that of 
the Eternal Idea, so we get nearer and nearer to reahty for the ' 
idealist's reahty is simply the Idea, or Thought of God This, he 
says, IS the supreme unity at which all the illusory appearances 
that make up the widely differing worlds of “common sense,” of 
science, of metaphysics, and of art dimly hint This is the sense 
m which it can truly be said that only the supernatural possesses 
reahty, for that world of appearance which we call natural is 
certainly largely made up of preconception and illusion, of the 
hints offered by the eternal real world of Idea outside our gates, 
and the quaint concepts which we at our receiving instrument 
manufacture from them 

There is this to be said for the argument of Idealism that in 
the last resort, the destinies of mankind are invariably guided, 
not by the concrete “facts” of the sense world, but by concepts 

• There are four mam groups of such schemes (i) Subjective, (2) Objective, 
(3) Transcendental (Kantianl, (4) Absolute (Hegelian) To this last belongs by 
descent the Immanental Idealism of Croce and Gentde 
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which are acknowledged by every one to exist only on the mental 
plane In the great moments ol existence, when he rises to spiritual 
freedom, these are the things which every man feels to be real. It 
is by these and for these that he is found willing to live, work, 
suffer, and die Love, patriotism, religion, altruism, fame, all 
belong to the transcendental world Hence, they partake more of 
the nature of reahty than any "fact” could do, and man, dimly 
recognizing this, has ever bowed to them as to immortal centres 
of energy. Religions as a rule are steeped m idealism Chnstianity 
m particular is a trumpet call to an ^deahstic conception of life. 
Buddhism is little less Over and over again, their Scriptures 
tell us that only materialists wiU be damned 

In Ideahsm we have perhaps the most sublime theory of Being 
which has ever been constructed by the human mteUect . a theory 
so sublime, in fact, that it can hardly have been produced by the 
exercise of "pure reason” alone, but must be looked upon as a 
manifestation of that natural mysticism, that instinct for the 
Absolute, which is latent in man. But, when we ask the idealist 
how we are to attam communion with the reahty which he describes 
to us as "certainly there,” his system suddenly breaks down; and 
discloses itself as a diagram of the heavens, not a ladder to the 
stars. This failure of Ideahsm to find in practice the reahty of 
which it thmks so much is due, m the opmion of the mystics, to a 
cause which finds epigrammatic expression in the celebrated phrase 
by which St. Jerome marked the distinction between rehgion and 
philosophy .'^Plato located the soul of man m the head; Christ 
located it in the heart ” That is to say, Ideahsm, though ]ust in 
its premises, and often daring and honest in their apphcation, is 
stultified by the exclusive intellectuahsm of its own methods by 
its fatal trust in the squirrel-work of the industrious brain mstead 
of the piercing vision of the desirous heart. It interests man, but 
does not involve him m its processes does not catch him up to 
the new and more real hfe which it describes Hence the thmg 
that matters, the livmg thing, has somehow escaped it; and its 
observations bear the same relation to reahty as the art of the 
anatomist does to the mystery of birth 
3. But there is yet another Theory of Being to be considered 
that which may be loosely defined as Philosophic Scepticism This 
is the attitude of those who refuse to accept either the reahstic 
or the idealistic answer to the eternal question and, confronted 
in their turn with the riddle of reahty, reply that there is no riddle 
to solve We of course assume for the ordinary purposes of life 
that for every sequence a b present in our consciousness there 
exists a mental or material A . B : m the external universe, and 
that the first is a strictly relevant, though probably wholly made- 
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quate, expression of the second The bundle of visual and auditory 
sensations, for instance, whose sum total I am accustomed to call ^ 
Mrs. Smith, corresponds with somethmg that exists in the actual 
as weU as in my phenomenal world Behind my Mrs Smith, 
behmd the very different Mrs Smith which the X rays would 
exhibit, there is, contends the Objective Idealist, a transcendental, 
or in the Platonic sense an ideal Mrs Smith, at whose quahties I 
cannot even guess; but whose existence is quite mdependent oi 
my apprehension of it But thoiigh we do and must act on this 
hypothesis, it remains only a hypothesis, and it is one which 
philosophic scepticism will not let pass. 

The external world, say the sceptical schools, is — so far as I 
know it — a concept present m my mind. If my mind ceased to , 
exist, so far as I know the concept which I call the world would 
cease to exist too. The one thmg which for me mdubitably is, is 
the self's experience, its whole consciousness Outside this circle 
of consaousness I have no authority to mdulge in guesses as to 
what may or may not Be Hence, forme, the Absolute is a meaning- ‘ 
less diagram, a superfluous comphcation of thought smce the mind, 
wholly cut off from contact with external reahty, has no reason 
to suppose that such a reality exists except in its own ideas Every 
effort made by philosophy to go forth in search of it is merely the 
metaphysical squirrel running round the conceptual cage In the 
completion and perfect unfoldmg of the set of ideas with which 
our consciousness is furnished, lies the only reahty which we can j 
ever hope to know. Far better to stay here and make ourselves at | 
home • only this, for us, truly is , 

This purely subjective conception of Bemg has found repre- J 
sentatives in every school of thought even includmg by a curious ! 
paradox, that of mystical philosophy — ^its one effective antagonist 
Thus Delacroix, after an exhaustive and even sympathetic analysis ' 
of St Teresa’s progress towards union with the Absolute, ends 
upon the assumption that the God with whom she was united was > 
the content of her own subconscious mind.' Such a mystiasm is - 
that of a kitten running after its own tail . a different path mdeed 
from that which the great seekers for reahty have pursued The | 
reductio ad alsurdum of this doctrine is found m the so-caUed 
"philosophy” of New Thought, which begs its disciples to “try 
quietly to realize that the Infinite is really You By its utter 
denial not merely of a knowable, but of a logically conceivable 
Transcendent, it drives us in the end to the conclusion of extreme 
pragmatism ; that Truth, for us, is not an immutable reahty, but 
merely that idea which happens to work out as true and useful 

* Delacroix. “iStudes sur le Mysticisme," p 62 

• E. To-wne, “Just how to Wake the Solar Plexus," p 25 
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in any given experience. There is no reality behind appearance; 
therefore all faiths, aU figments with which we people that nothing- 
ness are equally true, provided they be comfortable and good to 
live by T ' 

^^ogically earned out, this conception of Bemg would permit 
each man to regard other men as non-existent except withm his 
own consciousness, the only place where a strict scepticism will 
allow that anything exists. Even the mind which conceives 
consciousness exists for us only in our own conception of it ; we 
no more know what we are than we kipw what we shall be. Man 
is left a conscious Something in the midst, so far as he knows, 
of Nothing, with no resources save the exploring of his own 
consciousness. 

Philosophic scepticism is particularly mterestmg to our present 
inquiry, because it shows us the position m which "pure reason,” 
if left to itself, is bound to end It is utterly logical, and though 
we may feel it to be absurd, we can never prove it to be so. Those 
who are temperamentally inc h ned to credulity may become 
naturalists, and persuade themselves to believe in the reality of 
the sense world. Those with a certain instinct for the Absolute 
may adopt the more reasonable faith of ideahsm But the true 
intellectuahst, who concedes nothing to instmct or emotion, is 
obhgcd m the end to adopt some form of sceptical philosophy. 
The horrors of nihilism, in fact, can only be escaped by the exercise 'X 
of faith, by a trust m man’s mnate but strictly irrational mstmet 1 
for that Real "above all reason, beyond all thought” towards j 
which at its best moments his spirit tends. If the metaphysician 
be true to his own postulates, he must acknowledge in the end that | 
we are all forced to live, to thmk, and at last to die, m an unknown | 
and unknowable world fed arbitrarily and diligently, yet how j 
we know not, by ideas and suggestions whose truth we cannot ; 
test but whose pressure we cannot resist It is not by sight but \ 
by faith — ^faith m a supposed external order which we can never 1 
prove to exist, and in the approximate truthfulness and constancy , 
of the vague messages whidh we receive from it — that ordmary ; 
men must hve and move We must put our trust in "laws of 
nature” which have been devised by the human mind as a con- 
venient epitome of its own observations of phenomena, must, for 
the purposes of daily life, accept these phenomena at their face 
value: an act of faith beside which the grossest superstitions of 
the Neapolitan peasant are hardly noticeable 

The intellectual quest of Reahty, then, leads us down one of 
three bhnd alleys (i) To an acceptance of the symbohe world 
of appearance as the real, (2) to the elaboration of a theory — also 
of necessity symbohe — ^which, beautiful in itself, cannot help us 
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to attain the Absolute which it describes, (3) to a hopeless but 
strictly logical scepticism 

In answer to the "Why? Why?” of the bewildered and eternal 
child in us, philosophy, though always ready to postulate the 
unknown if she can, is bound to reply only, "Nesctoi Nescto'” In 
spite of all her busy map-makmg, she cannot reach the goal which 
she points out to us , cannot explain the curious conditions under 
which we imagine that we know , cannot even divide with a sure 
hand the subject and object of •thought Science, whose busmess 
IS with phenomena and ojir knowledge of them, though she too 
IS an ideahst at heart, has been accustomed to explain that all 
our ideas and instincts, the pictured world that we take so seriously, 
the oddly limited and illusory nature of our experience, appear to 
minister to one great end the preservation of hfe, and consequent 
fulfilment of that highly mystical hypothesis, the Cosmic Idea 
Each perception, she assures us, serves a useful purpose m this 
evolutionary scheme a scheme, by the way, which has been 
invented — we know not why — ^by the human mind, and imposed 
upon an obedient universe 

By vision, hearmg, smell, and touch, says Science, we find our 
way about, are warned of danger, obtain our food The male 
perceives beauty in the female m order that the species may be 
propagated It is true that this primitive instmct has given birth 
to higher and purer emotions , but these too fulfil a social purpose 
and are not so useless as they seem Man must eat to live, therefore 
many foods give us agreeable sensations If he over-eats, he dies , 
therefore indigestion is an unpleasant pain Certam facts of which 
too keen a perception would act detrimentally to the hfe-force 
are, for most men, impossible of realization: i e., the uncertainty 
of life, the decay of the body, the vanity of aU thmgs under the 
sun When we are in good health, we all feel very real, sohd, and 
permanent, and this is of all our illusions the most ridiculous, 
and also the most obviously useful from the point of view of 
the efficiency and preservation of the race 

But when we look closer, we see that this brisk generalization 
does not cover aU the ground — ^not even that httle tract of ground 
of which our senses make us free; mdeed, that it is more remarkable 
for its omissions than for its mclusions Recejac has well said 
that "from the moment in which man is no longer content to devise 
thmgs useful for his existence under the exclusive action of 
the wiU-to-hve, the prmciple of (physical) evolution has been 
violated Nothing can be more certain than that man is not so 
content He has been called by utilitarian philosophers a tool- 
making animal — the highest praise they knew how to bestow 
> “Fondements de U Connaissance Mystique," p 15 
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More surely he is a vision-making animal;* a creature of perverse 
and unpractical ideals, dommaled by dreams no less than by 
appetites — dreams which can only be justified upon the theory 
that he moves towards some other goal than that of physical 
perfection or intellectual supremacy, is controlled by some higher 
and more vital reahty than that of the determmists We are driven 
to the conclusion that if the theory of evolution is to include or 
explain the facts of artistic and spiritual experience — and it 
cannot be accepted by any serious ^mker if these great tracts 
of consciousness remain outside its re^ge — ^it must be rebuilt on 
a mental rather than a physical basis 

Even the most ordmary human life includes m its range funda- 
mental experiences — violent and unforgettable sensations — ^forced 
on us as it were against our will, for which science finds it hard to 
account These experiences and sensations, and the hours of 
exalted emotion which they brmg with them — often recognized 
by us as the greatest, most significant hours of our hves — ^fulfil 
no office in relation to her pet "functions of nutrition and repro- 
duction ” It is true that they are far-reachmg in their effects on 
character; but they do httle or nothing to assist that character 
in its struggle for physical life To the unprejudiced eye many of 
them seem hopelessly out of place in a universe constructed on 
strictly physico-chemical hnes — ^look almost as though nature, 
left to herself, tended to contradict her own beautifully logical 
laws. Their presence, more, the large place which they fill m the 
human world of appearance, is a puzzhng circumstance for deter- 
ministic philosophers , who can only escape from the dilemma here 
presented to them by callmg these things illusions, and digmfymg 
their own more manageable illusions with the title of facts. 

Amongst the more intractable of these groups of perceptions and 
experiences are those which we connect with religion, with pam, 
and with beauty All three, for those selves which are capable of 
receiving their messages, possess a mystenous authority far in 
excess of those feelings, arguments, or appearances which they 
may happen to contradict All three, were the universe of the 
naturalists true, would be absurd, all three have ever been 
treated with the reverence due to vital matters by the best minds 
of the race. 

A. I need not point out the hopelessly irrational character of 
all great religions , which rest, one and all, on a primary assump- 
tion that can never be intellectually demonstrated, much less 

’ Or, as Aristotle, and after him St Thomas Aqmnas, suggest, a contemplative 
animal, since “this act alone in man is proper to him, and is in no way shared by 
any other being in this world" (“Summa Contra Gentiles," 1 m cap. xxxvu., 
Rickaby's translation]. 
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proved — the assumption that the supra-sensible is somehow 
important and real, and is intimately connected with the life of 
man This fact has been incessantly dwelt upon by their critics, and 
has provoked many a misplaced exercise of ingenuity on the part 
of their mtelligent friends Yet rehgion — emphasizmg and pushing 
to extremes that general dependence on faith which we saw to 
be an mevitable condition of our hves — ^is one of the most universal 
and ineradicable functions of man, and this although it constantly 
acts detrimentally to the interests’ of his merely physical existence, 
opposes "the exclusive actipn of the wiU-to-live," except m so far 
as that will aspires to eternal life Strictly utihtarian, almost 
logical in the savage, religion becomes more and more transcen- 
dental with the upward progress of the race It begins as black 
magic, it ends as Pure Love Why did the Cosmic Idea elaborate 
this religious instinct, if the construction put upon its intentions 
by the determmists be true? 

B Consider again the whole group of phenomena which are 
known as "the problem of suffering” the mental anguish and 
physical pain which appear to be the inevitable result of the 
steady operation of "natural law” and its voluntary assistants, the 
cruelty, greed, and injustice of man Here, it is true, the naturalist 
seems at first sight to make a little headway, and can point to 
some amongst the cruder forms of suffering which are clearly 
useful to the race pumshing us for past follies, spurring to new 
efforts, warning against future infnngements of "law ” But he 
forgets the many others which refuse to be resumed under this 
simple formula forgets to explain how it is that the Cosmic Idea 
involves the long torments of the mcurable, the tortures of the 
mnocent, the deep anguish of the bereaved, the existence of so 
many gratuitously agonizing forms of death. He forgets, too, the 
strange fact that man’s capacity for suffering tends to increase 
in depth and subtlety with the increase of culture and civilization. 
Ignores the still more mj-sterious, perhaps juost significant circum- 
stance that the highest types have accepted it eagerly and wilhngly, 
have found 2^ Pam the grave but kindly teacher of immortal 
secrets, the conferrer of liberty, even the initiator into amazing 
pys. 

Those who "explain" suffering as the result of nature’s immense 
fecundity — a by-product of that overcrowding and stress through 
which the fittest tend to survive — forget that even were this 
demonstration valid and complete it would leave the real problem 
untouched The question is not, whence come those conditions 
which provoke in the self the experiences called sorrow, anxiety, 
pain- but, why do these conditions hurt the self? The pain is 
mental; a httle chloroform, and though the conditions continue 
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unabated the suffering is gone. Why does fiill consciousness always 
include the mysterious capacity for misery as well as for happi- 
ness — a capacity which seems at first sight to invalidate any 
conception of the Absolute as Beautiful and Good? Why does 
evolution, as we ascend the ladder of life, foster instead of dimm- 
ishmg the capacity for useless mental anguish, for long, dull 
torment, bitter grief ? Why, when so much lies outside our limited 
powers of perception, when so many of our own most vital func- 
tions are unperceived by consciousness, does suffermg of some sort 
form an integral part of the experienee of man? For utilitarian 
purposes acute discomfort would be quite enough, the Cosmic 
Idea, as the determinists explam it, did not really need an 
apparatus which felt all the throes of cancer, the horrors of 
neurasthenia, the pangs of birth Still less did it need the tor- 
ments of impotent sympathy for other people’s irremediable pain, 
the dreadful power of feehng the world’s woe We are hopelessly 
over-sensitized for the part science calls us to play 
^Pajn, however we may look at it, mdicates a profound dis- 
harmony between the sense-world and the human self If it is to be_ 
vanquished, either the disharmony must be resolved by a deh berate 
a hd~caxefur adm stment of the self to the w orld o f se nse, or, that 
self must turn from t he sense-world to some_other with which it 
is in’ lune ' Pessimist'andT optimist here jom hands But whilst 
the pessimist, resting in appearance, only sees "nature red m tooth 
and claw” offering him httle hope of escape, the optimist thinks 
that pain and anguish — which may in their lower forms be hfe’s 
harsh guides on the path of physical evolution — in their higher 
and apparently "useless” developments are her leaders and 
teachers in the upper school of Supra-sensible Reality He believes 
that they press the self towards another world, still "natural” for 
him, though "super-natural” for his antagonist, in which it will be 
more at home. Watching life, he sees m Pam the complement of 
Love' and is inclmed to call these the wings on which man’s 
spirit can best take flight towards the Absolute Hence he can say 
with A Kempis, "Gloriari in tribulatione non est grave amanti,” * 
and needs not to speak of morbid folly when he sees the Christian 
saints run eagerly and merrily to the Cross 3 . 

He calls suffermg the "gymnastic of eternity,” the “terrible | 


' All the healing art®, from /Esculapins and Galen to Metchmkolf and Mis Eddy, 
have virtually accepted and worked upon these two pnnciples 
* “De Imitationc Chiisti," 1 ii cap vi 

3 “Such as these, I say, as if enamoured by My lionoui and famished for the 
food of souls, run to the table of the Most holy Cross, willing to suffei pain 
To these. My most dear sons, trouble is a pleasure, and pleasure and eveiv con- 
solation that the world would offer them are a toil" (St Catherine of Siena, 
Dialogo, cap. xxviii ). Here and throughout 1 have used Thorold's translation 
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initiative caress of God”, recognizing in it a quality for which 
the disagreeable rearrangement of nerve molecules cannot account 
Sometimes, m the excess of his optimism, he puts to the test of 
practice this theory with aU its implications. Refusmg to be de- 
luded by the pleasures of the sense world, he accepts instead of 
avoiding pain, and becomes an ascetic, a puzzhng type for the 
convmced naturahst, who, faUing back upon contempt — that 
favourite resource of the frustrated reason — can only regard him 
as diseased 

Pam, then, which plunges like a sword through creation, 
leaving on the one side cringing and degraded animals and on the 
other side heroes and saints, is one of those facts of universal 
experience which are peculiarly mtractable from the point of , 
view of a merely materiahstic philosophy 

C From this same point of view the existence of music and 
poetry, the qualities of beauty and of rhythm, the evoked sensa- 
tions of awe, reverence, and rapture, are almost as difficult to 
account for The question why an apparent corrugation of the 
Earth’s surface, ceiUed for convenience’ sake an Alp, coated with 
congealed water, and perceived by us as a snowy peak, should 
produce in certain natures acute sensations of ecstasy and 
adoration, why the skylark’s song should catch us up to heaven, 
and wonder and mystery speak to us alike in "the little speedwell’s 
darling blue” and in the cadence of the wind, is a problem that 
seems to be merely absurd, until it is seen to be insoluble Here 
Madam How and Lady Why ahke are silent. With cdl our busy 
seeking, we have not found the sorting house where lovelmess is 
extracted from the flux of things We know not why "great” 
poetry should move us to unspeakable emotion, or a stream of 
notes, arranged m a pecuhar sequence, catch us up to heightened 
levels of vitahty nor can we guess how a passionate admiration 
for that which we call “best” m art or letters can possibly con- 
tribute to the physical evolution of the race. In spite of many 
lengthy disquisitions on aesthetics. Beauty's secret is still her own , 
A shadowy companion, half seen, half guessed at, she keeps step 
with the upward march of hfe and we receive her message and 
respond to it, not because we understand it but because we nwsi 

Here it is that we approach that attitude of the self, that point 
of view, which is loosely and generally called mystical Here, 
instead of those broad blmd alleys which philosophy showed us, 
a certain type of mind has always discerned three strait and narrow 
ways going out towards the Absolute In religion, m pain, and in 
■ beauty — and not only in these, but m many other apparently 
^useless peculiarities of the empirical world and of the perceiving 
'consciousness — ^these persons insist that they recognize at least 
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I the fringe of the real Down these three paths, as weU as by many 
another secret way, they claim that news comes to the self con- 
cerning levels of reality which m their wholeness are inaccessible 
to the senses worlds wondrous and immortal, whose existence is 
not conditioned by the "given” world which those senses report. 
j"Beauty,” said Hegel, who, though he was no mystic, had a touch 
jof that mystical mtuition which no philosopher can afford to be 
' without, "is merely the Spiritual making itself known sensuously ”• 
"In the good, the beautiful, the true,” says Rudolph Eucken, "we 
see Reality revealing its personal character They are parts of a 
coherent and substantial spiritual world ”- Here, some of the 
veils of that substantial world are stripped off Reality peeps 
through and is recognized, dimly or acutely, by the imprisoned 
self. ■“ 

Recejac only develops this idea when he says, 3 "If the mmd 
penetrates deeply into the facts of lesthetics, it wilT find more 
anHjnbre, that these facts are based upon an ideal identity between 
tKe mind itself and things At a certain point the harmony becomes 
so complete, and the finahty so close that it gives us actuad 
^motion The Beautiful then becomes the sublime • brief appar- 
ition, by which the soul is caught up into the true mystic state, and 
touches the Absolute It is scarcely possible to persist m this 
aesthetic perception without feehng lifted up by it above things 
and above ourselves, in an ontological vision which closely 
resembles the Absolute of the Mystics ” It was of this underlying 
reahty — this truth of things — ^that St Augustine cried in a moment 
of lucid vision, "Oh, Beauty so old and so new, too late have I 
loved theei”4 It is in this sense also that "beauty is truth, truth 
beauty” and as regards the knowledge of ultimate things which 
IS possible to ordinary men, it may well be that 

t 1 

"That IS all ''' ^ ' 

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know " , ' ' ' 

"Of Beauty,” says Plato in an immortal passage, "I repeat again 
that we saw her there shining m company with the celestial forms, 
and coming to earth we find her here too, shining m clearness 
through the clearest aperture of sense For sight is the most 
piercing of our boddy senses though not by that is wisdom seen , 
her lovehness would have been transporting if there had been a 
visible image of her, and the other ideas, if they had visible counter- 
parts, would be equally lovely. But this is the privilege of Beauty, 
that being the lovehest she is also the most palpable to sight. Now 

' “Philosophy of Religion,” vol ii p 8 

' “Der Sinn und Wert des Lebens," p 14S 

3 “Fondements de la Connaissance Mystique,” p 74. 

4 Aug Conf , bk x cap xxvii. 
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he who is not newly initiated, or who has been corrupted, does 
not easily rise out of this world to the sight of true beauty in the 
other . But he whose initiation is recent, and who has been the 
spectator of many glories in the other world, is amazed when he 
sees anyone having a godhke face or form, which is the expression 
of Divine Beauty , and at first a shudder runs through him, and 
again the old awe steals over him. 

Most men in the course of their hves have known such Platonic 
hours of initiation, when the sense of beauty has risen from a 
pleasant feelmg to a passion, and an element of strangeness and 
terror has been mingled with their ]oy In those hours the world 
has seemed charged with a new vitality , with a splendour which 
does not belong to it but is poured through it, as hght through a 
coloured window, grace through a sacrament, from that Perfect 
Beauty which "shines m company with the celestial forms” 
beyond the pale of appearance In such moods of heightened 
consciousness each blade of grass seems fierce with meaning, and 
becomes a weU of wondrous hght. a “little emerald set in the 
City of God ” The seeing self is mdeed an imtiate thrust suddenly 
into the sanctuary of the mystenes’ and feels the "old awe and 
amazement” with which man encounters the Real In such 
experiences, a new factor of the eternal calculus appears to be 
thrust in on us, a factor which no honest seeker for truth can 
afford to neglect, smce, if it be dangerous to say that any two 
systems of knowledge are mutually exclusive, it is still more 
(kngerous to give uncritical pnority to any one system. We are 
bound, then, to examine this path to reality as closely and seriously 
as we should investigate the most neatly finished safety-ladder of 
solid ash which offered a sahta alls stelle. 


Why, after all, take as our standard a material world whose 
existence is affirmed by nothing more trustworthy than the sense - 
impressions of "normal men”, those imperfect and easily cheated 
channels of communication? The mystics, those adventurers of 
whom we spoke upon the first page of this book, have always 
declared, implicitly or explicitly, their distrust in these r.bannpk 
liipf communication They have never been deceived by phenomena, 
nor by the careful logic of the industrious intellect One after 
another, with extraordmary unanimity, they have rejected that 
appeal to the unreal world of appearance which is the standard of 


■ “Phaedrus,” § 250 (Jowett’s translation) The reference in the phrase “hewhose 
initiation is recent" is to the nte of admission into the Orphic Mysteries It is 
believed by some authorities that the neophyte may have been cast into an 
hypnotic sleep by his “initiator," and whilst in this condition a vision of the 
glories of the other world" suggested to him The mam phenomena of “con- 
version would thus be artificially produced but the point of attack being the 
mind rather than the heart, the results, as would appear from the context were 
usually transient. 
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sensible men’ affirming that there is another way, another secret, 
by which the consrmns self may reach the actuality which it 
seeks (More complete in their grasp of experience than the votaries 
of intellect or of sense, they accept as central for life those spiritual 
messages which are mediated by rehgion, by beauty, and by pain 
More reasonable than the rationalists, they find m that very 
hunger for reality which is the mother of all metaphysics, an 
implicit proof that such reality exists , that there is something else, 
some final satisfaction, beyond the ceaseless stream of sensation 
which besieges consciousness “In that thou hast sought me, thou 
hast already found me,” says the voice of Absolute Truth in their 
ears This_is the first doctrine of m 3 ^ticism Its next is that only in 
so far as the self is real can it hope to know Reality like to like 
Cor ad cor loquitur Upon the propositions implicit m these two 
laws the whole claim and practice of the mystic life depends 

“Finite as we are,” they say — and here they speak not for them- 
selves, but for the race — “lost though we seem to be m the woods 
or m the wide air’s wilderness, in this world of time and of chance, 
we have stiU, like the strayed ammals or like the migratmg birds, 
our hommg instinct W e see k That is a fact. We seek a city 
stiU out of sight In the contrast with this goal, we hve. But if this 
be so, then already we possess something of Being even in our 
finite seeking For the readiness to seek is already something of 
an attainment, even if a poor one 

Further, m this seeking we are not wholly dependent on that 
hommg instinct For some, who have climbed to the hill-tops, 
that city IS not really out of sight The mystics see it and report 
to us concerning it Science and metaphysics may do their best 
and their worst but these pathfinders of the spirit never falter 
in their statements concerning that independent spiritual world 
which IS the only goal of “pilgrim man ” They say that messages' 
come to him from that spiritual woild, that complete reality which 
we call Absolute that we are not, after all, hermetically sealed 
from it To all who will receive it, news comes of a world of Abso- 
lute Life, Absolute Beauty, Absolute Truth, beyond the bourne 
of time and place news that mbst of us translate — and inevitably , 
distort m the process — into the language of religion, of beauty, of 
love, or of pain 

Of aU those forms of life and thought with which humanity has 
fed its craving for truth, mysticism alone postulates, and in the 
persons of its great initiates proves, not only the existence of the 
Absolute, but also this link thi s pos sibility first of ^nowing, 
finally of attaining it It denies that possible knowledge £ to be 
lirinled“(a)* to sense impressions, (6) to any process of mtellection, 

» Royce, “The World and the Individual," vol i. p. l8i. 
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(c) to the unfolding of the content of normal consciousness Such 
diagrams of experience, it says, are hopelessly incomplete The 
, mystics find the basis of their method not in logic but in hfe m 
the existence of a discoverable "real," a spark of true being, within 
the se ek ing subject, which can, in that ineffable experience which 
I they call the “act of union,” fuse itself with and thus apprehend 
the reality of the sought Object Iij. theological language, their 
theory of knowledge is that the spirit of man, itself essentially 
divine, IS capable of immediate communion with God, the One 
Reality ^ • 

In mysticism that love of truth which we saw as the beginning 
of all philosophy leaves the merely intellectual sphere, and takes 
on the assured aspect of a personal passion. Where the philosopher 
guesses and argues, the mystic lives and looks, and speaks, conse- 
quently, the disconcerting languagd^of first-hand expenence, not 
the neat dialectic of the schoolsi Hence whilst the Absolute of the 
metaphysicians remains a diagram — ^impersonal and unattainable 
— the Absolute of the mystics is lovable, attamable, ahve. 

"Oh, taste and seel” they cry, m accents of astounding certainty 
and joy “Ours i s an experimental science We can but communi- 
cate our system, never its resulf.We coihe to you not as thinkers, 
but as doers Leave your deep and absurd trust in the senses, with 
their language of dot and dash, which may possibly report fact 
but can never communicate personahty If philosophy has taught 
you anything, she has surely taught you the length of her tether, 
and the impossibility of attainmg to the doubtless admirable 
grazing land which lies beyond it One after another, idealists 
have arisen who, straining frantically at the rope, have announced 
to the world their approaching hberty, only to be flung back at 
last into the little circle of sensation But here we are, a small 
family, it is true, yet one that refuses to die out, assuring you that 
we have slipped the knot and are free of those grazing grounds 
This IS evidence which you are bound to bring mto account before 
you can add up the sum total of possible knowledge , for you will 
find it impossible to prove that the world as seen by the mystics, 
‘unimaginable, formless, dark with excess of bright,' is less real 
than that which is expounded by the youngest and most promising 
demonstrator of a physico-chemical universe We will be quite 
candid with you. Examine us as much as you like our machinery, 
our veracity, our results We cannot promise that you shall see 
what we have seen, for here each man must adventure for himself ; 

* The idea of Divine Union as man's true end is of course of great antiquity 
Its first definite appearance m the religious consciousness of Europe seems to 
coincide with the establishment of the Orphic Mysteries in Greece and Southern 
Italy in the sixth century b c See Rohde "Psyche," cap lo, and Adam, “The 
Religious Teachers of Greece," p g2 
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but we defy you to stigmatize our experiences as impossible or 
invalid Is your world of experience so well and logically founded 
that you dare make of it a standard’ Philosophy tells you that it 
is founded on nothing better than the reports of your sensory 
apparatus and the traditional concepts of the race Certainly it is 
imperfect, probably it is illusion , m any event, it never touches the 
foundation of things. Whereas ‘what the world, which truly 
knows nothing, calls "mys ticism* * is th e scieMe of jdttmates, . . . " 
the science of self-evident Reality, which cannot be “reasoned 
about,’’ because it is the object of pur^ reason or perception.'”* 

» Coventry Patmore, “The Rod, the Root, and the Kower," “Autea Dicta," 
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MYSTICISM AND VITALISM 


Another philosophic scheme — ^Vitahsm — ^Dnesch, Bergson, Eucken — The vital 
pnnciple as the essence of re^ty — ^Freedom — Spontaneity — ^Xietzsche — The 
inclusive character of vitalistic philosophy physical, psychological, spintual — 
Vitalism and the mystics — its ongin in Heracleitus — its other connections— 
The World of Becoming — Reahty as dynaimc — Life as incessant change — 
Bergson's theory of the intellect — of perception — Its relation to mysticism — 
Reality knovrn by communion — Intmtion — its partial nature — Eucken’s teaching 
— a spiritual vitalism — Reality as an “independent spiritual world" — Milan’s 
possible attainment of it — ^he is "the meeting-point of vanous stages or reality" — 
Rebirth — Denial of the sense world — ^Mystics the heroic examples of ' inde- 
pendent spintual life" — Vitalism criticized — ^its central idea only half a truth — 
The mjstic consciousness of reahty two-fold — Being and ^coming — ^Tran- 
scendence and Immanence — ^both true — St Augustine on the Nature of God — 
Man's instinct for the Absolute — ^Mysticism justifies it — ^reconciles it «ith a 
dynamic universe — Boehme — Revelation by strife — Mystic union — ^its tw o forms 
— its agent, the absolute element m man — ^Total mystic experience only expres- 
sible in terms of personality — ^Howis this experience attained ? 

W E glanced, at the beginning of this inquiry, at the universes 
which result from the various forms of creduhty practised 
by the matenahst, the idealist, and the sceptic. We saw 
the mystic denying by word and act the vahdity of the foundations 
on which those universes are built • substituting his livmg experi- 
ence for their conceptual schemes. But there is another way of 
seemg reality or, more correctly, one aspect of reahty. This 
scheme of things possesses the merit of accepting and harmonizing 
many different forms of experience, even those supreme experi- 
ences and intuitions peculiar to the mystics The first distinct 
contribution of the twentieth century to man's quest of the Real, 
it entered the philosophic arena from several different directions, 
penetrating and modifying current conceptions not only of philo- 
sophy but of rehgion, science, art and practical life It was appbed 
by Driesch^ and other biologists in the sphere of organic hfe 
Bergson, = starting from psychology, developed its intellectual and 
metaphysical implications, whilst Rudolph Euckens constructed 
from, or beside it, a philosophy of the Spirit, of man’s relations 
to the Real 

■ "The Science and Philosophy of Organism," Gifford Lectures. 1907-8 
» “Les Donnies Immidiates de la Conscience" (1889), “Jlatiire et Mimoire" 
(1896), "L'Evolution Criatrice'' (1907) 

3 “Der Kampf um einen geistigea Lebensinhalt" (1896), ‘ Der Sinn und Wert 
des Lebens" (1908), &c See Bibliography, 
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In aU tlwse we find the same principle^ the.ponciple of a free 
spontaneous and creative life as the essence of Reality Not law 
b ut ali veness, incalculable and indomitable, is their subject-matter ■ 
not human logic, but actual hvmg experience is their criterion of 
truth Vitalists, whether the sphere of their explorations be biology, 
psychology or ethics, see the whole Cosmos, the physical and 
spiritual w'orlds, as instinct ivith mitiative and spontaneity: as 
above aU things free For them, nature, though conditioned by the 
matter with which she works, is stronger than her chains Push- 
ing out from within, ever seeking expjjession, she buds and breaks 
forth into original creation ' The iron "laws” of the determmists 
are merely her observed habits, not her fetters and man, seemg 
nature in the terms of "cause and effect," has been the dupe of 
his own hmitations and prejudices 

Bergson, Nietzsche, Eucken, differing in their opimon as to 
life’s meamng, are alike in this vision m the stress which they lay 
on the supreme importance and value of life — ^a great Cosmic hfe 
transcending and includmg our own This is materialism inside 
out . for here what we caU the umverse is presented as an expression 
of hfe, not life as an expression or by-product of the umverse. 
The strange passionate philosophy of Nietzsche is really budt 
upon an intense behef m this supernal nature and value of Life, 
Action and Strength’ and spoilt by the one-sided mdividuahsm 
which prevented him from holdmg a just balance between the 
great and significant hfe of the Ego and the greater and more 
significant life of the AU 

Obviously, the merit of vitalistic philosophy lies m its ability 
to satisfy so many different thinkers, starting from such diverse 
points m our common experience On the phenomenal side it can 
accept and transfigure the statements of physical science In its 
metaphysical aspect it leaves place for those ontological specula- 
tions which seem to take their rise in psychology It is friendly to 
those who demand an important place for moral and spiritual 
activity in the universe Finally — though here we must be content 
with deduction rather than declaration — it leaves m the hands of 
the mystics that power of attaining to Absolute Reality which 
they have always claimed shows them as the true possessors of 
freedom, the torch-bearers of the race 

Did it acknowledge its ancestors with that reverence which is 
their due. Vitalism would identify itself with the mystic philo- 

' The researches of Driesch {op cit ) and of de Vries (“The Mutation Theory," 
1910) have done much to establish the truth of this contention upon the scientific 
plane Note particularly Cnesch's account of the spontaneous responsive changes 
m the embryo sea-urchin, and de Vries' extraordmary description of the escaped 
stock of evening primrose, varjung now this way, now that, “as if swayed by a 
restless internal tide." 
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sopher, Heracleitus, who. m the fifth century B c , introduced its 
central idea to the European world' for his “Logos” or Energizing 
Fire IS but another sj'mbol for that free and living Spint of Becom- 
ing, that indwelling creative power, which Vitalism acknowledges 
as the very soul or immanent reahty of things It is in essence both 
a Hellenic and a Christian system of thought In its view of the 
proper function of the intellect it has some unexpected affinities 
with Anstotle. and after him with St Thomas Aquinas, regarding 
it as a departmental affair, not the organ of ultimate knowledge 
Its theory of knowledge is dose to that of the mystics or would 
be, if those gazers on reality had interested themselves m any 
psychological theory of their own experiences 

A philosophy which can harmonize such diverse elements as 
these, and make its influence felt m so many fields of thought, may 
be useful in our present attempt towards an understanding of 
mysticism for it illustrates certain aspects of perceived reality 
which other systems ignore It has the further recommenda- 
tion of involving not a mere diagram of metaphysical possibilities, 
but a genuine theory of knowledge Its scope includes psychol- 
ogy as well as philosophy the consideration, not only of the 
nature of Reality but also of the self's power of knowing it — the 
machinery of contact between the mind and the flux of things 
Thus it has an inclusive quahty lacking in the tidy nng- 
fenced systems of other schools of thought It has no edges, and 
if It be true to itself should have no negations It is a vision, 
not a map 

The pnmary difference between Vitahsm and the classic 
philosophic schools is this Its focal point is not Being but 
Becoming ' Translated into Platonic language, not the change- 
less One, the Absolute, transcending all succession, but rather 
His energizing Thought — ^the Son, the Creative Logos — is the 
supreme reality which it proposes as accessible to human 
consciousness 

"All things,” said Heracleitus, "are in a state of flux ” “Every- 
thing happens through strife ” "Reahty is a condition of unrest 
Such IS also the opinion of Bergson and Alexander, who, agreeing 
in this with the conclusions of physical science, look upon the 
Real as dynamic rather than static, as becoming rather than betng 

• The debt to Heracleitus is acknowledged by Schiller See “Studies in 
Humanis.ni,’’ pp 39, 40 

* See, for the substance ol this and the following pages, the works of Henn 
Bergson already mentioned I am here also much indebted to the personal help 
of my friend "William Scott Palmer," whose interpretations have done much 
towards familiarizing English readers with Bergson’s philosophy, and to Prof 
Willdon Carr’s paper on “Bergson’s Theory of Knowledge," read before the 
Aristotelian Society, Detembcr, 1908 

3 Heracleitus, Fragments, 46, 84 
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perfect, and invite us to see in Time — the precession or flux of 
things — the very stuff of reality — 

"From the fixed lull of Heaven she saw 
Time like a pulse shake fierce 
Through all the worlds" — ■ 

said Rossetti of the Blessed Damozel So Bergson, while ignoring 
if he does not deny the existence of the "fixed lull,” the stiU 
Eternity, the pomt of rest, finds ever3rwhere the pulse of Time, 
the vast unendmg storm of life and love. Re^hty, says Bergson, is 1. 
pu re cr eative Life, a definition whitfh excludes those ideas of 
perfection and finality involved m the ideahst’s concept of Pure 
Being as the Absolute and Unch2ingmg One » This life, as he sees 
it. IS fed from within rather than upheld from without It evolves 
by means of its own mherent and spontaneous creative power. 
TT ie bi ologist's Nature "so careful of the t5rpe”, the theologian’s 
CreaforTfanscendihg His universe, and "holding all thmgs m the 
holIovFof His hand” these are gone, and in their place we have a 
universe teeming with free individuals, each self-creative, each 
evolving eternally, yet towards no term 

Here, then, the deep instinct of the human mind that there 
must be a unity, an orderly plan m the universe, that the strung- 
along beads of experience do really form a rosary, though it be 
one which we cannot repeat, is deliberately thwarted. Creation, 
Activity, Movement , this, says Vitalism, rather than any merely 
apparent law and "order, any wholeness, is the essential quality 
ofjthe Real — is the Real ‘jind life is an’eternal Becoming, a ceasekss 
changeful^ss Af its highest it may be conceived as "the umverse 
flowering into deity, ”3 As the Hermetic philosophers found m 
the principle of analogy, "Quod mfenus sxcut quod superius,”^ the 
Key of Creation, so we are mvited to see m that uninterrupted 
change which is the condition of our normal consciousness, a true 
image, a microcosm of the living universe as a part of which that 
consciousness has been evolved 

If we accept this theory, we must then impute to hfe in its 
fullness — the huge, many levelled, many coloured life, the m- 
numerable worlds which escape the rhythm of our senses; not 
merely that patch of physical hfe which those senses perceive — a 
divimty, a greatness of destiny far beyond that with which it is 
credited by those who hold to a physico-chemical theory of the 

' First edition, canto x 

^ E g St Augustine's “That alone is truly real which abides unchanged" 
(Conf , bk vii cap. 10), and among modern thinkers F von Hugel “An absolute 
Abidingness, pure Simultaneity, Eternity, in God stand out, in man's deepest 
consciousness, with even pamful contrast, against all mere Succession, all sheer 
flux and change " ("Eternal Life," p 365 ) 

3 S Alexander, "Space, Time and Deity," vol. u, p. 410. 

4 See below, Pt. I Cap. VII. 
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universe. We must perceive in it, as some mystics have done, 
"the beating of the Heart of God", and agree with Heracleitus 
that "there is but one wisdom, to understand the knowledge by 
which all things are steered through the All ”* Union with reality 
— apprehension of it — ^wiU upon this hypothesis be union with 
hfe at its most mtense point m its most dynamic aspect It will 
be a dehberate harmony set up with the Logos which that same 
philosopher described as "man’s most constant companion ’’ Ergo, 
says the mystic, union with a Personal and Conscious spiritual 
existence, immanent in the world — one form, one half of the 
union which I have always sought, since this is clearly life in its 
highest manifestation Beauty, Goodness, Splendour, Love, all 
those shimng words which exhilarate the soul, are but the names 
of aspects or qualities picked out by human intuition as charac- 
teristic of this mtense and eternal Life m which is the hfe of men 

How, then, may we know this Life, this creative and original 
soul of things, in which we are bathed; m which, as in a river, 
swept along? Not, says Bergson bluntly, by any intellectual 
means The mind which thinks it knows Reality because it has 
made a diagram of Reality, is merely the dupe of its own categories 
The intellect is a speciahzed aspect of the self, a form of conscious- 
ness but specialized for very different purposes than those of 
metaphysici speculation. Life has evolved it m the interests of 
hfe, has made it capable of dealmg with "solids," with concrete 
things With these it is at home. Outside of them it becomes 
dazed, uncertam of itself , for it is no longer doing its natural work, 
which is to help hfe, not to know it In the interests of experience, 
and m order to grasp perceptions, the intellect breaks up experi- 
ence, which IS m reahty a continuous stream, an incessant pro- 
cess of change and response with no separate parts, mto purely 
conventional “moments,” "periods,” or psychic "states ” It picks 
out from the flow of reahty those bits which are significant for 
human life, which "mterest” it, catch its attention From these 
it makes up a mechanical world m which it dwells, and which 
seems quite real until it is subjected to criticism It does, says 
Bergson, the woik of a cinematograph, takes snapshots of some- 
thing which IS always moving, and by means of these successive 
static representations — none of which are real, because Life, the 
object photographed, never was at rest — it recreates a picture of 
hfe, of motion This rather jerky representation of divine harmony, 
from which innumerable moments are left out, is useful for practical 
purposes but it is not reality, because it is not alive * 

> Heracleitus, op cit 

* On the complete and undivided nature of our experience in its “wholeness, 
and the sad work our analytic brains make of it when they come to pull it to 
pieces, Bradley has some valuable contributory remarks m his “Oxford Lectures 
on Poetry," p 15. 
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This "real world.” then, is the result of your selective activity, 
and the nature of your selection is largely outside your control. 
Your cinematograph machme goes at a certam pace, takes its 
snapshots at certam intervals. Anything which goes too quickly 
for these mtervals, it either fails to catch, or merges with preceding 
and succeeding movements to form a picture with which it can 
deal. Thus we treat, for instance, the storm of vibrations which 
we convert into "sound” and "light.” Slacken or accelerate its 
clock-time, change its rhythmic activity, and at once you take a 
different series of snapshots, and have as a result a different 
picture of the world Thanks to the time at which the normal 
human machme is set, it registers for us what we call, in our simple 
way, "the natural world ” A shght accession of humihty or 
common sense might teach us that a better title would be “our 
natural world ” 

Let human consciousness change or transcend its rhythm, and 
any other aspect of any other world may be ours as a result. 
Hence the mystics’ claim that m their ecstasies they change the i . 
conditions of consciousness, and apprehend a deeper reahty which * I 
is unrelated to human speech, caimot be dismissed as unreasonable. 
Do not then confuse that surface-consciousness which man has 
trained to be an organ of utihty and nothing more — and which 
therefore can only deal adequately with the "given” world of 
sense — ^with that mystenous somethmg in you, that ground of 
personality, meu-ticulate but mextinguishable, by which you are 
aware that a greater truth exists This truth, whose neighbourhood 
you feel, and for which you long, is Life You are m it all the 
while, "like a fish m the sea, hke a bird m the air,” as St. Mechthild 
of Hackborn said many centimes ago ' 

Give yourself, then, to this divme and infinite life, this mystenous 
Cosmic activity m which you are immersed, of which you are 
bom. Trust it Let it surge in on you Cast off, as the mystics are 
always begging you to do, the fetters of the senses, the "remora 
of desire”, and makmg your interests identical with those of the 
All, nse to freedom, to that spontaneous, creative hfe which, 
inherent m every individual self, is our share of the hfe of the 
Umverse You are yourself vital — ^a free centre of energy — did 
you but know it. You can move to higher levels, to greater reality, 
truer self-fulfilment, if you wiU Though you be, as Plato said, 
hke an oyster m your shell, you can open that shell to the living 
waters without, draw from the "Immortal Vitahty.” Thus only 
— ^by contact with the real — shall you know reahty Cor ad cor 
loquitur 

The Indian mystics declare substantially the same truth when 
they say that the illusion of fimtude is only to be escaped by 
* “ Liber Specialis Gratiae," 1 ii. cap xxvi 
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relapsing into the substantial and universal hfe, abolishing 
individuahty So too, by a deliberate self-abandonment to that 
which Plato calls the "saving madness” of ecstasy, did the initiates 
of Dionysus "draw near to God ” So their Christian cousms assert 
that "self-surrender” is the only way that they must die to live, 
must lose to find that knowing implies being that the method and 
secret which they have always practised consists merely m a meek 
and loving union — the synthesis of passion and self-sacnfice — 
with that divine and unseparated life, that larger consciousness 
in which the soul is grounded, and which they hold to be an aspect 
of the hfe of God. In their hours of contemplation, they deliberately 
empty themselves of the false images of the intellect, neglect the 
cinematograph of sense Then only are they capable of tran- 
scending the merely intellectual levels of consciousness, and 
per^ivii^ that Reality wh^ich “hath no image ” 

"Pilgrimage to the place of tlie wise,” said Jalalu ’ddin, "is 
to find escape from the flame of separation ” It is the mystics' 
secret m a nutshell “When I stand empty in God’s will and empty 
of God’s will and of all His works and of God Himself,” cries 
Eckhart with his usual violence of language, "then am I above all 
creatures and am neither God nor creature, but I am what I was 


and evermore shall be He attains, that is to say, by this escape 
from a narrow selfhood, not to identity with God — that were 
only conceivable upon a basis of pantheism — ^but to an identity 
with his own substantial hfe, and through it with the hfe of a real 
and living universe; m symbohc language, with "the thought of 
the Divme Mind” whereby umon with that Mind m the essence 
or ground of the soul becomes possible The first_great .message of 


Vita hsti c philosophy is the n seen to be — ^Cease to identify j^our 
infect and yoiir self" a primary les^if^ich none who purpose 
the study of mysticism may neglect Become at least aware of, if 


you cannot "know,” the larger, truer self, that root and depth 


of spint, as St. Francois de Sales calls it, from which intellect and 


feeling grow as fingers from the palm of the hand — that free 


creative self which constitutes your true life, as distinguished 
from the scrap of consciousness which is its servant 


How then, asks the small consciously-seeking personality of 
the normal man, am I to become aware of this, my larger self, 
and of the free, eternal, spnitual hfe which it lives? 

Here philosophy, emergmg from the water-tight compartment 
in which metaphysics have lived too long retired, calls m psy- 
chology , and tells us that in mtuition, m a bold reliance on con- 


tact between the totahty of the self and the external world— 
perhaps too m those strange states of lucidity which accompany 


« Meister Eckhart, Fred Ixxxvii. 
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great emotion and defy analysis — lies thje normal man’s best 
chance of attaining, as it were, a swift and sidelong knowledge 
of this real Smothered in daily hfe by the fretful activities of our 
surface-mind, reality emerges m our great moments, and, seemg 
ourselves m its radiance, we know, for good or evil, what we are. 
"We are not pure mtellects . around our conceptional and 
logical thought there remains a vague, nebulous Somewhat, the 
substance at whose expense the luminous nucleus we call the 
mtellect is formed In this aura, this diffused sensitiveness, we 
are asked to find man’s medium of, communication with the 
Universal Life. 

Such fragmentary, dim and unverifiable perceptions of the Real, 
however, such “excursions into the Absolute,” cannot be looked 
upon as a satisfaction of man’s hunger for Truth He does not want 
to peep, but to live Hence he cannot be satisfied with anythmg 
less than a total and permanent adjustment of his bemg to the 
greater life of reality. This alone can resolve the disharmonies 
between the self and the world, and give meaning and value to 
human life ^ The possibility of this adjustment — of umon between 
man’s hfe and that "independent spiritual hfe” which is the 
stuff of reality — is the theme alike of mysticism and of Eucken’s 
spiritual vitalism or Activistic Philosophy 3 Reality, says Eucken, 
is an independent spiritual world, unconditioned by the apparent 
world of sense To know it and to hve m it is man’s true destmy. 
His point of contact with it is personality the mward fount of 
his being his heart, not his head Man is real, and in the deepest 
sense alive, m virtue of this free personal life-prmciple withm him, 
but he IS bound and blinded by the ties set up between his surface- 
intelligence and the sense-world The struggle for reahty must be 
a struggle on man’s part to transcend the sense-world, escape 
its bondage He must renounce it, and be "re-bom” to a higher 
level of consciousness, shifting his centre of interest from the! 
natural to the spiritual plane Accordmg to the thoroughness withil 
which he does this, will be the amount of real life he enjoys. The 
initial break wth the “world,” the refusal to spend one’s hfe 
communing with one’s own cinematograph picture, is essential 

> WiUdon Carr, op cit 

> “It seems as if man could never escape from lumself, and yet, when shut in to 
the monotony of his own sphere, he is overwhelmed with a sense of emptiness 
The only remedy here is radically to alter the conception of man himself, to dis- 
tingmsh within him the narrower and the larger life, the life that is straitened and 
finite and can never transcend itself, and an infinite life through which he enjoys 
communion with the immensity and the truth of the universe Can man nse to 
this spiritual level ’ On the possibility of his doing so rests all our hope of supply- 
ing any meaning or value to life" ("Der Sinn und Wert des Lebens," p 8 i). 

3 The essentials of Kucken's teaching will be found eonveniently summarized 
m “Der Sinn und Wert des Lebens." 

D 



34 MYSTICISM 

if the freedom of the vifiiiile is to be attained We are amphibious 
creatures, our life moves upon two levels at once — ^the natural 
and the spiritual The key to the puzzle of man lies m the fact 
that he is “the meeting point of various stages of Reahty.'’^ All 
his difficulties and triumphs are grounded m this. The whole 
question for him is, which world shall be central for him — the real, 
vital, all-embracing life we call spirit, or the lower hfe of sense? 
Shall "Existence," the superficial obvious thing, or "Substance,” 
the underlymg verity, be his home? Shall he remain the slave of 
the senses with their haljits and customs, or rise to a plane of 
consciousness, of heroic endeavour, m which — participating in 
the life of spirit — ^he knows reality because he is real ? 

The mystics, one and all, have answered this question in the 
same sense, and proved m their own experience that the premises 
of "Activism" are true This application of the vitalistic idea to 
the transcendental world, does m fact fit the observed facts of 
mysticism far more closely even than it fits the observed facts 
of man’s ordmary mental hfe. 

(i) The primary break with the sense-world (2) The "new” 
'birth and development of the spiritual consciousness on high 
levels— in Eucken’s eyes an essential factor in the attainment of 
reality (3) That ever closer and deeper dependence on and appro- 
priation of the fullness of the Divme Life, a conscious participa- 
tion, and active union with the infinite and eternal These three 
imperatives, as we shall see later, form an exact description of the 
psychological process through which the mystics pass. If then this 
transcendence is the highest destiny of the race, mysticism 
becomes the crown of man's ascent towards Reality; the orderly 
completion of the universal plan 

The mystics show us this mdependent spintiaul life, this 
fruition of the Absolute, enjoyed with a fullness to which others 
cannot attain They are the heroic examples of the life of spirit, 
as the great artists, the great discoverers, are the heroic examples 
of the life of beauty and the hfe of truth Directly participating, 
like all artists, m the Divine Life, they are usually persons of 
great vitahty but this vitality expresses itself m unusual forms, 
hard of understandmg for ordmary men. When we see a picture 01 
a poem, hear a musical composition, we accept it as an expression 
of life, an earnest of the power which brought it forth. But the 
deep contemplations of the great mystic, his visionary reconstruc 
tions of reahty, and the fragments of them which he is able tc 
report, do not seem to us — ^as they are — the equivalents, or more 
often the superiors of the artistic and scientific achievements Oj 
other great men. 

* “Der Sinn und Wert des Lebens>" p 121. 
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Mysticism, then, offers us the history, 'as old as civilization, 
of a race of adventurers who have carried to its term the process 
of a deliberate and active return to the divine fount of things 
They have surrendered themselves to the life-movement of the 
universe, hence have hved with an mtenser life than other men 
can ever know, have transcended the "sense-world" in order to 
live on high levels the spiritual life Therefore they witness to 
aU that our latent spiritual consciousness, which shows itself in 
the "hunger for the Absolute,” can be made to mean to us if we 
develop it ; and have in this respect a unique importance for the 
race It is the mystics, too, who have perfected that method of 
intuition, that knowledge by union, the existence of which 
philosophy has been driven to acknowledge But where the meta- 
physician obtains at best a sidelong glance at that Bemg "un- 
changmg yet elusive," whom he has so often defined but never 
discovered, the artist a brief and dazzling vision of the Beauty 
which IS Truth, they gaze with confidence into the very eyes of the 
Beloved 

The mystics, again, are, by their very constitution, acutely 
conscious of the free and active "World of Becoming,” the Divme 
Immanence and its travail It is m them and they are in it: or, 
as they put it in their blunt theological way, "the Spirit of God is 
within you.” But they are not satisfied with this statement and 
this knowledge, and here it is that they part company with 
vitalism. It IS, they think, but half a truth To know Reality in 
this way, to know it m its dynamic aspect, enter into "the great life 
of the All” . this is mdeed, in the last resort, to know it supremely 
from the point of view of man — to liberate from selfhood the 
human consciousness — ^but it is not to know it from the point of 
view of God There are planes of bemg beyond this ; countries 1 j 
dark to the mteUect, deeps into which only the very greatest ' 
contemplatives have looked These, coming forth, have declared 
with Ruysbroeck that "God according to the Persons is Eternal 
Work, but according to the Essence and Its perpetual stillness 
He IS Eternal Rest 

The full spiritual consciousness of the true mystic is developed 
not m one, but m two apparently opposite but really complemen- 
tary directions — 

“ 10 vidi 

Ambo le corte del ciel mamfeste ” = 

On the one hand he is intensely aware of, and knows himself to be 
at one with that active World of Becoming, that immanent Life, 
from which his own life takes its rise. Hence, though he has broken 

' “De Septem Giadibus Amons," cap. mv. * Par xx\ 95. 
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for ever with the bondage of the senses, he perceives in every mam- , 
festation of hfe a sacramental meaning, a lovehness, a wonder, 
a heightened significance, which is hidden from other men. He 
may, with St Francis, call the Sun and the Moon, Water and Fire, 
his brothers and his sisters or receive, with Blake, the message I 
of the trees Because of his cultivation of disinterested love, f 
because his outlook is not conditioned by "the exclusive action of f 
the will-to-live," he has attained the power of communion with’ 
the living reality of the universe, and in this respect can truly saj 
that he finds "God in aU alid all in God.” Thus, the skilled spiritual 
vision of Lady JuIianT transcending the hmitations of human 
perception, entering into harmony with a larger world whose 
rhythms cannot be received by common men, saw the all-enfolding 
Divine Life, the mesh of reahty "For as the body is clad in the 
cloth," she said, "and the flesh in the skin and the bones in the 
flesh and the heart in the whole, so are we, soul and body, clad in 
the Goodness of God and enclosed. Yea, and more homely for all 
these may waste and wear away, but the Goodness of God is ever *■ 
whole ”1 Many mystical poets and pantheistic mystics never 
pass beyond this degree of lucidity 

On the other hand, the full mystic consciousness also attains to 
what IS, I think, its really characteristic quahty. It develops the 1 
power of apprehendmg the Absolute, Pure Being, the utterly 
Transcendent or, as its possessor would say, can experience 
"passive union with God " This all-round expansion of conscious- 
ness, with its dual power of knowmg by commumon the temporal 
and eternal, immanent and transcendent aspects of reahty — the 
life of the All, vivid, flowing and changing, and the changeless, 
conditionless life of the One — ^is the peculiar mark, the ultimo 
sigtUo of the great mystic, and must never be forgotten m studying 
his hfe and work 

As the ordmary man is the meetmg-place between two stages 
of reality — ^the sense-world and the world of spiritual hfe — so the 
mystic, standing head and shoulders above ordmary men, is, 
agam the meeting-place between two orders. Or, if you hke it 
better, he is able to perceive and react to reahty under two modes 
On the one hand he knows, and rests m, the eternal world of Pure 
Being, the Sea Pacific” of the Godhead, indubitably present tc 
him in his ecstasies, attained by him in the union of love. On the 
other, he knows— and works m— that "stormy sea,” the vitall 
World of Becoming which is the expression of Its will "Hluminated l 
men, says Ruysbroeck, "are caught up, above the reason, into' 
i^ked vision There the Divine Unity dwells and calls them Hence ^ 
their bare vision, cleansed and free, penetrates the activity 
* “Revelations of Divine Love," cap. vi, S 
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of all created things, and pursues it to Search it out even to 
its height.”! 

Though philosophy has striven since thought began — and 
striven in vain — to resolve the paradox of Being and Becoming, 
of Eternity and Time, she has failed strangely enough to perceive 
that a certain type of personality has substituted experience for 
her guesses at truth , and achieved its solution, not by the dubious 
processes of thought, but by direct perception To the great mystic 
the “problem of the Absolute” presents itself in terms of life, not 
in terms of dialectic He solves it in teAns of life by a change or 
growth of consciousness which — thanks to his peculiar gemus — 
enables him to apprehend that two-fold Vision of Reality which 
eludes the perceptive powers of other men It is extraordinary 
that this fact of experience — a central fact for the understanding 
of the contemplative type — ^has received so httle attention from 
wnters upon mysticism As we proceed with our inquiry, its 
importance, its far-reaching imphcations in the domains of 
p.sychology, of theology, of action, will become more and more 
evident It provides the reason why the mystics could never accept 
the diagram of the Vitalists or Evolutionists as a complete state- 
ment of the nature of Reahty “Whatever be the limits of your 
knowledge, we know” — they would say — “that the world has 
another aspect than this the aspect which is present to the Mmd 
of God ” “Tranquillity according to His essence, activity ac- 
cording to His nature, perfect stillness, perfect fecundity,”* says 
Ruysbroeck again, this is the two-fold character of the Absolute. 
That which to us is action, to Him, they declare, is rest, “His very 
peace and stillness coming from the brimming fullness of His 
mfinite life ”3 That which to us is Many, to that Transcendent 
Knower IS One. Our World of Becoming rests on the bosom of that 
Pure Bemg which has ever been the final Object of man's quest, 
the “river in which we cannot bathe twice" is the stormy flood of 
life flowing toward that divine sea “How glorious,” says the Voice 
of the Eternal to St Catherine of Siena, “is that soul which has 
indeed been able to pass from the stormy ocean to Me, the Sea 
Pacific, and in that Sea, which is Myself, to fill the pitcher of her 
heart ”4 

The evolution of the mystic consciousness, then, brmgs its 
possessors to this transcendent pomt of view their secret is this 
unity in diversity, this stillness in strife. Here they are in harmony 
with Heracleitus rather than with his modern interpreters That 


‘ Ruysbroeck, “Samuel," cap vui 
> Ibtd , “De Vera Contemplatione," cap xii 
3 Von Hugel, “The Mystical Element of Religion," vol. ii p. 132. 
1 St Catherine of Siena, Dialogo, cap Ixxxix 
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rnost mystical of philosophers discerned a hidden unity beneath 
the battle, transcending aU created opposites, and taught his 
disciples that “Havmg hearkened not unto me but unto the Logos, 
it IS wise to confess that aU things are one This is the secret at 
which the ideahsts’ and concept of Pure Being has tried, so 
timidly, to hint and which the Vitahsts' more mtimate, more 
actual concept of Becoming has tried, so unnecessanl}^ to destroi 
\Ye shall see the glonous raiment in which the Chnstian mystics 
deck it when we come to consider their theological map of the 
quest • 

If It be objected — and this objection has been made by advo- 
cates of each school of thought — ^that the existence of the ideahsts’ 
and mystics’ “Absolute” is utterly mconsistent with the deeply 
ahve, striving life which the Vitahsts identify with reahty, I 
reply that both concepts at bottom are but symbols of realities 
which the human mind can never reach and that the idea ot 
stillness, umty and peace is and has ever been humamty’s best 
translation of its intuition of the achieved Perfection of God 
“ 'In the midst of silence a hidden word was spoken to me ' Where 
IS this Sdence, and where is the place in which this word is spoken' 
It is in the purest that the soul can produce, m her noblest part, 
m the Ground, even the Being of the Soul ”* So Eckhart: and here 
he does but subscnbe to a umversal tradition The mystics have 
always insisted that "Be stUl, be stiU, and know” is the condition 
, of man’s purest and most direct apprehensions of reality, that 
\,he experiences in quiet the truest and deepest activity and 
Christianity when she formulated her philosophy made haste to 
adopt and express this paradox 

“Quid es ergo. Dens meus>” said St Augustine, and gave an 
answer in which the vision of the mystic, the gemus of the philo- 
sopher, combined to hint somethmg at least of the paradox of 
intimacy and majesty in that aU-embracing, aU-transcending One. 
"Summe, optime, potentissune, ommpotentissime, misericordis- 
sime et justissune, secretissime et presentissime, pulchernme et 
fortissimo, stabilis et incomprehensibilis , immutabihs, mutaiis 
omma Xumquam novus, nunquam vetus Semper agens, 

semper quietus colligens et non egens. portans et implens et 
protegens, creans et nutnens et perficiens quaerens cum mhil 
desit tibi Qmd dicmius, Deus meus, vita mea, dulcedo mea 
sancta^ Aut quid dicit aliquis, cum de te dicit?”3 

■ Heracleitus, op c%t 

» Meister Eckhart, Pred 1 

3 Aug Conf , bk 1 cap iv “What art Thou, then, my God? Highest, 
best, most potent [* e , dynamic], most omnipotent [i e , transcendent], most 
merciful and most just, most deeply hid and yet most near Fairest, yet strongest 
steadfast, yet unseizable, unchangeable yet changing all things, never new. yet 
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It has been said that "Whatever we may 'do, our hunger for the 
Absolute will never cease ’’ This hunger — ^that innate craving for, 
and mtuition of, a final Unity, an unchangmg good — will go on, 
however heartily we may feed on those fashionable systems which 
offer us a dynamic or empirical universe If, now, we admit in aU 
hvmg creatures — as Vitahsts must do — an mstinct of self-preserva- 
tion, a free directive force which may be trusted and which makes 
for life. IS it just to deny such an instinct to the human soul? 
The “entelechy” of the Vitahsts, the "hidden steersman,” drives 
the phenomenal world on and up Wfiat about that other sure 
instinct embedded m the race, breaking out again and again, 
which drives the spirit on and up, spurs it eternally towards an 
end which it feels to be definite yet cannot define ? Shall we dis- 
trust this instmct for the Absolute, as living and ineradicable as 
any other of our powers, merely because philosophy finds it 
difficult to accommodate and to describe ? 

"We must,” says Plato in the "Timaeus,” “make a distmction 
of the two great forms of being, and ask, ‘What is that which Is 
and has no Becoming, and what is that which is always beconung 
and never Is?’ Without necessarily subscribing to the Platonic 
answer to this question, we may surely acknowledge that the 
question itself is sound and worth asking; that it expresses a 
perennial demand of human nature, and that the analogy of man’s 
other instincts and cravings assures us that these his fundamental 
demands always indicate the existence of a supply * The great 
defect of Vitalism, considered as a system, is that it only answers 
half the question, the half which Absolute Idealism disdained 
to answer at all 

We have seen that the mystical experience, the fullest all-round 
experience in regard to the transcendental world which humamty 
has attamed, declares that there are two aspects, two planes of 
discoverable Reality We have seen also that hints of these two 
planes — often clear statements concerning them — abound m 
mystical hterature of the personal first-hand type i Pure Being, 

never old Ever busy, yet. e\er at rest, gathering yet needing not bearing, 
fiUing, guarding, creating, iiourisbuig and perfecting, seeking though Thou hast 
no wants What can 1 say, mv God, iiiy life, my holy joy ’ or iihat can any 
say who speaks of Thee’" Compaie the strikingly similar Sufi definition of the 
Nature of God, as given in Palmer's Oriental ilysticism,” pp 22, 23 “First 
and last. End and Limit of all things, incomparable and unchangeable, always 
near yet always fai,” it-c This probably owes something to Platonic influence 

’ “Timaeus," § 27 

* “A natural craiing,” said Aquinas, ‘cannot be in vain ” Philosophy is 
creeping back to tins ‘mediaeval’’ point of \ieiv Compare “Summa Contra 
Gentiles," 1 11 cap Ixxiv 

3 Compare Dante’s vision in Par xxx , where he sees Reality first as the 
streaming River of Light, the flux of things, and then, when his sight has been 
purged, as achieved Perfection, the Sempiternal Rose, 
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says Boutroux m the course of his exposition of Boehme,* has two 
characteristic manifestations It shows itself to us as Power, 
by means of strife, of the struggle and opposition of its own 
qualities But it shows itself to us as Reality, m harmonizing and 
reconciling within itself these discordant opposites 

Its manifestation as Power, then, is for us in the dynamic World 
of Becommg, amidst the thud and surge of that life which is 
compounded of paradox, of good and evil, ]oy and sorrow, life 
and death Here, Boehme declares that the Absolute God is 
voluntarily self-revealmg But each revelation has as its condition 
the appearance of its opposite hght can only be recognized at the 
price of knowing darkness, hfe needs death, love needs wrath 
Hence if Pure Being — ^the Good, Beautiful and True — is to reveal 
itself, it must do so by evoking and opposmg its contrary as in 
tlie Hegelian dialectic no idea is complete without its negative 
Such a revelation by strife, however, is rightly felt by man to be 
incomplete. Absolute Reality, the Player whose sublime music 
IS expressed at the cost of this everlasting friction between 
bow and lyre, is present, it is true, in His music But He is 
best known in that "light behmd,” that unity where aU these 
opposites are hfted up mto harmony, into a higher synthesis, 
and the melody is perceived, not as a difficult progress of sound, 
but as a whole 

We have, then, {a) The achieved Reahty which the Greeks, and 
every one after them, meant by that seemingly chill abstraction 
which they called Pure Being: that Absolute One, unconditioned 
and undiscoverable, m Whom all is resumed In the undifferenti- 
ated Godhead of Eckhart, the Transcendent Father of orthodox 
Chnstian theology, we see the mind’s attempt to conceive that 
"wholly other" Reality, unchangmg yet changer of all. It is the 
great contribution of the mystics to humanity's knowledge of the 
real that they find in this Absolute, in defiance of the meta- 
physicians, a personal object of love, the goal of their quest, a 
"Living One who lives first and hves perfectly, and Who, touching 
me, the inferior, derivative hfe, can cause me to live by Him and 
for His sake’’- 

(b) But, contradicting the nihihsm of Eastern contemplatives, 
they see also a reahty in the dynamic side of things in the seething 
pot of appearance They are aware of an eternal Becoming, a 
strivmg, free, evolving life , not merely as a shadow-show, but as 
an implicit of their Cosmos felt also in the travail of their own 
souls — God’s manifestation or showing, m which He is immanent, 
m which His Spmt truly works and strives It is in thts plane of 

* E Boutroux, “Le Philosophe Allemand, Jacob Boehmej" p 18. 

* F von Hugel "Eternal Life," p, 385, 
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reality that aU individual life is immersed . this is the stream which 
set out from the Heart of God and “turns again home ” 

The mystic knows his task to be the attainment of Being, 
Eternal Life, union with the One, the "return to the Father’s 
heart” for the parable of the Prodigal Son is to him the history of 
the universe This union is to be attained, first by co-operation in 
that Life which bears him up, m which he is immersed He must 
become conscious of this "great hfe of the All,” merge himself m 
it, if he would find his way back whence he came Vae salt. Hence 
there are reaUy two distinct acts of “fiivine union,” two distinct' 
kinds of illumination mvolved m the Mystic Way. the dual 
character of the spiritual consciousness brings a dual responsibihty 
m its tram First, there is the union with Life, with the World of 
Becoming and parallel with it, the illumination by which the 
mystic "gazes upon a more ventable world ” Secondly, there is 
the union with Being, with the One and that final, ineffable 
illumination of pure love which is called the "knowledge of God." 
It IS through the development of the third factor, the free, creative 
"spmt," the scrap of Absolute Life which is the ground of his 
soul, that the mystic can (a) conceive and {b) accomplish these 
transcendent acts Only Being can know Bemg' we “behold that 
which we are, and are that which we behold ” But there is a spark 
in man’s soul, say the mystics, which is real — ^which m fact ts — 
and by its cultivation we may know reality. "Thus,” says Von 
Hugel "a real succession, real efforts, and the continuous sense of 
limitation and inadequacy are the very means m and through 
which man apprehends increasmgly (if only he thus loves and 
wills) the contrasting yet sustammg Simultaneity, Spontaneity, 
Infinity, and pure action of the Eternal Life of God 
Over and over again — as Being and Becoming, as Eternity | 
and Time, as Transcendence and Immanence, Reality and Appear- 
ance, the One and the Many — ^these two dominant ideas, demands, 1 
impenous instincts of man’s self will reappear; the warp and woof 
of his completed universe On the one hand is his intuition of a 
remote, unchanging Somewhat calling him on the other there is 
his longing for and as clear intuition of an intimate, adorable 
Somewhat, compamoning him Man’s true Real, his only adequate 
God, must be great enough to embrace this sublime paradox, 
to take up these apparent negations into a higher synthesis 
Neither the utter transcendence of extreme Absolutism, nor the 
utter immanence of the Vitalists will do Both these, taken alone, 
are declared by the mystics to be mcomplete They conceive that 
Absolute Being who is the goal of their quest as manifesting 
Himself in a World of Becommg working in it, at one with it, 

'Op nt, p. 387 
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j’et though semper agens, also semper qmetus The Divine spirit 
which they know to be immanent in the heart and in the universe 
comes forth from and returns to the Transcendent One , and this 
division of persons m unity of substance completes the “Eternal 
Circle, from Goodness, through Goodness, to Goodness “ 

Absolute Bemg and Becoming, the All and the One, are found 
to be alike madequate to their definition of this discovered Real; 
the "tnple star of Goodness, Truth, and Beauty ” Speakmg always 
from expenence — the most complete experience achieved by man 
— they assure us of an Absolute which overpasses and includes the 
Absolute of philosophy far transcends that Cosmic hfe^which it 
fills and sustams, and is best defined m terms of Transcendent 
Personality , which because of its unspeakable richness and of the 
poverty of human speech, they have sometimes been driven to 
define only by negations At once static and dynamic, above life 
and m it, "all love yet all law ,” eternal m essence though w'orkmg 
in time, this vision resolves the contranes which tease those who 
study it from without, and swallows up whilst it kmdles to hfe all 
the partial mterpretations of metaphysics and of science. 

Here then stands the mystic. By the help of two types of philo- 
sophy, eked out by the resources of symbohc e.vpression and 
suggestion, he has contrived to tell us something of his vision and 
his claim Confronted by that vision — that sublime intuition 
of etermt}’ — ^ive may surely ask, mdeed are bound to ask, "What 
IS the machinery by which this self, akm to the impnsoned and 
sense-fed self of our daily expenence, has contrived to shp its 
fetters and rise to those levels of spintual perception on which 
alone such vision can be possible to man? How has it brought 
within the field of consciousness those deep intuitions w'hich 
fringe upon Absolute Life, how developed powers by which it is 
enabled to amve at this amazing, this superhuman concept of 
the nature of Reality^” Ps3-chology wnll do something, perhaps, to 
help us to an answer to this question, and it is her evidence w'hich 
we must examine next But for the fullest and most satisfjnng 
answer we must go to the mj'stics, and they replj’ to our ques- 
tions, w'hen we ask them, m the direct and uncompromising 
terms of action, not in the refined and elusive penods of specula- 
tive thought 

“Come with us,” they say to the bewildered and entangled self, 
cra\Tng for finahty and peace, “and we wall show you a way out 
that shall not only be an issue from your pnson, but also a pathway 
to your Home True, you are immersed, fold upon fold, in theWorld 
of Becommg , w'orse, j’ou are besieged on all sides by the persistent 
illusions of sense But you too are a child of the Absolute You 
bear within you the earnest of your inheritance At the apex of 
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your spirit there is a little door, so high up that only by hard 
chmbing can you reach it Tlieie the Object of your craving 
stands and knocks , thence came those persistent messages — faint 
echoes from the Truth eternally hammermg at your gates — ^which 
disturbed the comfortable life of sense Come up then by this 
pathway, to those higher levels of reality to which, m virtue of 
the eternal spark m you, you belong Leave your ignoble ease, 
your clever prattle, your absurd attempts to solve the apparent 
contradictions of a Whole too great for your useful httle mind to 
grasp Trust your deep instincts use ^our latent powers Appro- 
priate that divine, creative life which is the very substance of your 
being Remake yourself in its interest, if you would know its 
beauty and its truth You can only behold that which you are. 
Only the Real can know Reality ” 

Note to the Twelfth Edition 

The changed philosophic outlook since this chapter was first 
written, eighteen years ago, has now given to it a somewhat 
old-fashioned air The ideas of Bergson and Eucken no longer 
occupy the intellectual foreground Were I now writing it 
for the first time, my examples would be chosen from other 
philosophers, and especially from those who are bnngmg back 
into modern thought the critical realism of the scholastics But 
the position which is here defended — that a hmited duabsm, a 
"Two-step philosophy,” is the only type of metaphysic adequate 
to the facts of mystical experience — ^remains in my own mind 
as true as before Now that mysticism enjoys the patronage of 
many pious monists and philosophic naturalists, this view seems 
more than ever m need of strong and definite statement. 
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W E come now to consider the mental apparatus which is 
at the disposal of the self to ask what it can tell us of 
the method by which she may escape from the pnson of 
the sense-world, transcend its rhythm, and attain knowledge of — 
or conscious contact with — a supra-sensible Reality We have seen 
the normal self shut within that prison, and making, by the 
help of science and of philosophy, a survey of the premises and 
furniture testing the thickness of the walls and speculatmg on 
the possibility of trustworthy news from without penetrating 
to her cell Shut with her in that cell, two forces, the desire to know 
more and the desire to love more, are ceaselessly at work Where 
the first of these cravings predominates, we call the result a 
philosophical or a scientific temperament , where it is overpowered 
by the ardour of unsatisfied love, the self's reaction upon things 
becomes poetic, artistic, and characteristically — though not 
always explicitly — religious 

We have seen further that a certain number of persons declare 
that they have escaped from the pnson Have they done so, it 
can only be in order to satisfy these two hungry desires, for these, 
and these only, make that a pnson which might otherwise be a 
comfortable hotel , and since, m varying degrees, these desires are 
m all of us, active or latent, it is clearly worth while to discover, 
if we can, the weak point in the walls, and method of achieving 
this one possible way of escape. 
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Before we try to define in psychological language the way in 
which the mystic slips the fetters of sense, sets out upon his 
journey towards home, it seems well to examine the machinery 
which IS at the disposal of the normal, conscious self the creature, 
or part of a creature, which we recognize as “ourselves." The older 
psychologists were accustomed to say that the messages from 
the outer world awaken m that self three main forms of activity, 
(i) They arouse movements of attraction or repulsion, of desire 
or distaste, which vary m intensity from the semi-conscious 
cravings of the hungry infant to the passions of the lover, artist, 
or fanatic (2) They stimulate a sort of digestive process, in which 
.she combines and cogitates upon the material presented to her, 
finally absorbing a certain number of the resulting concepts and 
makmg them part of herself or of her world (3) The movements 
of desire, or the action of reason, or both m varying combinations, 
awaken in her a determmation by which percept and concept 
issue in action, bodily, mental, or spiritual Hence, the mam 
aspects of the self were classified as Emotion, Intellect, and Will : 
and the individual temperament was regarded as emotional, 
intellectual, or vohtional, accordmg to whether feeling, thought, 
or will assumed the reins 

Modern psychologists have moved away from this diagram- 
matic conception, and incline more and more to dwell upon the 
unity of the psyche — that hypothetical self which none have ever 
seen — and on some aspect of its energetic desire, its hhdo, or 
"hormic drive" as the ruling factor of its life These conceptions are 
useful to the student of mysticism, though they cannot be accepted 
uncritically or regarded as complete 

Now the unsatisfied psyche m her emotional aspect wants, as 
we have said, to love more, her cunous intellect wants to know 
more The awakened human creature suspects that both appetites 
are being kept on a low diet , that there really is more to love, and 
more to know, somewhere in the mysterious world without, and 
further that its powers of affection and understanding are worthy 
of some greater and more durable objective than that provided 
by the illusions of sense Urged therefore by the cravings of feeling 
or of thought, consciousness is always trying to run out to the 
encounter of the Absolute, and always being forced to return 
The neat philosophical system, the diagrams of science, the "sun- 
set-touch," are tried in turn Art and life, the accidents of our 
humanity, may foster an emotional outlook, till the moment m 
which the neglected intellect arises and pronounces such an 
outlook to have no validity Metaphysics and science seem to 
offer to the intellect an open window towards truth ; tiU the heart 
looks out and declares this landscape to be a chill desert in which 
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she can find no nourishment. These diverse aspects of things must 
be either fused or transcended if the whole self is to be satisfied, 
for the reality which she seeks has got to meet both claims and 
pay m full 

When Dionysius the Areopagite divided those angels who 
stand nearest God into the Seraphs who are aflame with perfect 
love, and the Cherubs who are Med with perfect knowledge, he 
only gave expression to the two most intense aspirations of the 
human soul, and described under an image the two-fold condition 
of that Beatific Vision whibh is her goal ' 

There is a sense in which it may be said, that the desire of 
knowledge is a part of the desire of perfect love since one aspect 
of that aU inclusive passion is clearly a longing to know, in the 
deepest, fullest, closest sense, the thing adored Love’s charac- 
tenstic activity — for Love, all wmgs, is inherently active, and 
"cannot be lazy,” as the mystics say — is a quest, an outgoing 
towards an object desired, which only when possessed will be 
fully known, and only when fully known can be perfectly adored * 
Intimate communion, no less than worship, is of its essence 
Joyous fruition is its proper end This is true of all Love’s quests, 
whether the Beloved be human or divme — the bride, the Grail, 
the Mystic Rose, the Plenitude of God But there is no sense in 
which it can be said that the desire of love is merely a part of the 
desire of perfect knowledge for that strictly intellectual ambition 
includes no adoration, no self-spending, no reciprocity of feelmg 
between Knower and Known Mere knowdedge, taken alone, is 
a matter of receiving, not of actmg of eyes, not wmgs’ a dead 
ahve business at the best There is thus a sharp distinction to be 
drawn between these two great expressions of life the energetic 
love, the passive knowledge One is related to the eager, outgoing 
activity, the dynamic impulse to do somewhat, physical, mental, 
or spiritual, which is inherent m all living things and which 
psychologists Ccdl conation, the other to the indwelling conscious- 
ness, the passive knowing somewhat, which they call cognition. 

Now "conation” is almost wholly the busmess of will, but of 
wiU stimulated by emotion for wilful action of every kmd4 how- 
ever mtellectual it may seem, is always the result of interest, and 

' The wise Cherubs, according to the beautiful imagery of Dionysius, are “all 
eyes," but the loving Seraphs are “all wings ” Whilst the Seraphs, the figure of 
intensest Love, "move perpetually towards things divine," ardour and energy 
being their characteristics, the characteristic of the Cherubs is receptiveness, 
their power of absorbing the rays of the Supernal Light {Dionysius the Areopagite, 
“De Caelesti lerarchia," VI 2, and vii i) 

> So Recejac says of the mystics, “They desire to know, only that they may 
love, and their desire for union with the prmciple of things m God, Who is the 
sum of them all. is founded on a feeling which is neither curiosity nor self- 
interest" (“Fondements de la Connaissance Mystique," p 50) 
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interest involves feeling. We act because we feel we want to , feel 
we must Whether the inspiring force be a mere preference or an 
overwhelming urge, our impulse to "do” is a synthesis of determma- 
tion and desire All man's achievements are the result of conation, 
never of mere thought. "The mtellect by itself moves no thing ,” 
said Aristotle, and modern psychology has but affirmed this law. 
Hence his quest of Reahty is never caused, though it may be 
greatly assisted, by the intellectual aspect of his consciousness, for 
the reasoning powers as such have httle imtiative. Their province 
is anal3d;ic, not exploratory They stify at home, dissectmg and 
arranging matter that comes to hand, and do not adventure 
beyond their own region m search of food Thought does not 
penetrate far into an object in which the self feels no interest — i.e , 
towards which she does not expenence a “conative” movement of 
attraction, of desire — ^for interest is the only method known to 
us of arousing the will, and securing the fixity of attention neces- 
sary to any intellectual process None think for long about any- 
thmg for which they do not care, that is to say, which does not 
touch some aspect of their emotional hfe. They may hate it, love it, 
fear it, want it ; but they must have some feelmg about it. Feeling 
IS the tentacle we stretch out to the world of things 

Here the lesson of psychology is the same as that which Dante 
brought back from his pilgrimage, the supreme importance and 
harmonious movement of tl desiro and velle Si come rota 
ch’ egualmente i mossa,^ these move together to fulfil the Cosmic 
Plan. In all human hfe, m so far as it is not merely a condition of 
passive "awareness,” the law which he found imphcit in the 
universe is the law of the individual mind Not logic, not 
"common sense," but I’amor che move il sole e le altre stelle is the 
motive force of the spirit of man in the inventors, the philo- 
sophers, and the artists, no less than m the heroes and m the saints. 

The vindication of the importance of feeling m our life, and m 
particular its primacy over reason in all that has to do with man's 
contact with the transcendental world, has been one of the great 
achievements of modern psychology. In the sphere of rehgion it 
IS now acknowledged that “God known of the heart” gives a better 
account of the character of our spiritual experience than "God 
guessed at by the brain” ; that the loving intuition is more fruitful 
and more trustworthy than the dialectic proof One by one the 
commonplaces of mysticism are thus rediscovered by official 
science, and given their proper place m the psychology of the 
spiritual life. Thus Leuba, hardly a friendly witness, is found to 
agree with the Fourth Evangehst that "Life, more hfe, a larger, 
richer, more satisfying hfe, is m the last analysis the end of 

> Par, xxxiti. 143 
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religion,”^ and we have seen that life, as we know it has the 
charaetei of a purposive striving, more directly dependent on w ill 
and feeling then on thought Of this drive, this urge, thought 
indeed is but the ser^•ant , a skilled and often arrogant sen-ant 
with a constant tendency to usurpation Some form of feeling — 
interest, desire, fear, appetite — must supply the motive power 
Without this, the w ill w'ould be dormant, and the intellect lapse 
mto a calculatmg machine 

Further, "the heart has its reasons which the mmd knows not 
of ” It is a matter of expc-rtence that in our moments of deep emo- 
tion, transitory’ though they be, we plunge deeper mto the realitt 
of thmgs than we can hope to do m hours of the most bnlhart 
argument At the touch of passion doors fly- open which logic ha' 
battered on in vain for passion rouses to activity not merely the 
mmd, but the whole vitality of man It is the lover, the poet, the 
mourner, the convert, who shares for a moment the my’stics 
privilege of hftmg that ^'ell of Isis which science handles so help- 
lessly, leaving only’ her dirty fingermarks behmd The heart, 
eager and restless, goes out mto the unknown, and brings home, 
hterally and actually, "fresh food for thought " Hence those who 
"feel to think’’ are likely to possess a ncher, more real, if less 
orderly, experience than those who ‘‘thmk to feel ’’ 

This psychological law, easily proved in regard to earthly 
matters, holds good also upon the supersensual plane It was 
expre'^sed once for all by the author of "The Cloud of Unknowing " 
when he said of God, “By love He may be gotten and holden, but 
by thought of understanding, never That exalted feelmg, that 
"secret bhnd love pressmg, ’ not the neat deductions of logic, the 
apologist’s ‘ proofs’’ of the existence of the Absolute, unseals the 
eyes to things unseen before "Therefore,” says the same mystic, 
"what time that thou purposest thee to this work, and feelest by 
grace that thou art called of God, lift then up thme heart unto God 
w’lth a meek stirrmg of love , and mean God that made thee and 
bought thee, and that graciously- hath called thee to thy degree, 
and receive none other thought of God And y’et not aU these but 
if thou list , for it sufficeth thee enough, a naked mtent direct unto 
God without any other cause than Himself ” 3 Here w e see emotion at 
its proper work, the movement of desire passmg over at once into 
the act of concentration, the gathenng up of aU the pow ers of the 
self into a state of determined attention, which is the business 
of the WiU "This driving and drawmg,” says Ruysbroeck, “we 
feel m the heart and m the umty of aU our bodily powers, and 
' ^ especially m the desirous powers "4 This act of perfect concentra- 

’ The -ITojiisl, J oly, 1901, p 572 = The Cloud of Unknowing,” cap vi 

> Op ctl,, cap vii 4 “De Oniatu Spintalium Nuptiarum," 1 n cap \ 
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tion, the passionate focussing of the self upon one point, when it 
IS applied "wnth a naked intent” to real and transcendental things, 
constitutes in the technical language of mysticism the state of 
recollection ' a condition which is pecuharly charactenstic of the 
mystical consciousness, and is the necessary prelude of pure 
contemplation, that state in which the mystic enters mto com- 
munion with Reahty 

We have then arrived so far m our description of the mechanism 
of the mj’stic Possessed like other men of powers of feelmg, 
thought, and will, it is essential that his Jbve and his determination, 
even more than his thought, should be set upon Transcendent 
Reality He must feel a strong emotional attraction toward the 
supersensual Object of his quest, that love which scholastic 
philosophy defined as the force or power -which causes every 
creature to foUow out the trend of its own nature Of this must be 
bom the wiU to attain communion with that Absolute Object. 
This wiU, this burning and active desire, must crystaUize mto and 
express itself by that definite and conscious concentration of the 
whole self upon the Object, which precedes the contemplative 
state We see already how far astray are those who look upon the 
mystical temperament as passive m type 

Our next concern, then, would seem to be with tins condition of 
contemplation what it does and whither it leads What is (a) its 
psychological explanation and {h) its empirical value? Now, m 
deahng with this, and other rare mental conditions, we are of 
course trymg to describe from without that which can only 
adequately be described from withm , ivhich is as much as to say 
that only mystics can reaUy write about mysticism Fortunately, 
many mystics have so ivritten, and we, from their experiences 
and from the explorations of psychology upon another plane, are 
able to make certain elementary deductions It appears generally 
from these that the act of contemplation is for the mystic a 
psychic gateway , a method of gomg from one level o f consciousness 
to another In technical language it is the condition under which 
Ee^hlfts his “field of perception” and obtains his characteristic 
outlook on the universe That theie is such a characteristic 
outlook, pecuhar to no creed or race, is proved by the history of 
mysticism , which demonstrates plainly enough that in some men 
another sort of consciousness, another "sense,” may be hberated 
beyond the normal powers we have discussed This “sense” has 
attachments at each point to emotion, to intellect, and to will 
It can express itself under each of the aspects which these terms 
connote Yet it differs from and transcends the emotional, mtel- 
lectual, and vohtional hfe of ordmary men It was recognized by 
> See below, Pt. II. Cap. VI. 
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Plato as that consciousness which could apprehend the real world 
of the Ideas Its development is the final object of that education 
which his “Republic” describes It is called by Plotinus "Another 
mtellect, different from that which reasons and is denominated 
rational Its busmess, he says, is the perception of the super- 
sensual — or, in Neoplatonic language, the tntelhgtble world It is 
the sense which, m the words of the “Theologia Germanica,” has 
“the power of seeing into etermty,”^ the “mysterious eye of the 
soul” by which St Augustine saw “the light that never changes ”3 
It IS, says A1 Ghazzah, a Persian mystic of the eleventh century, 
“like an immediate perception, as if one touched its object with 
one’s hand ”4 In the words of his great Christian successor, 
St Bernard, "it may be defined as the soul’s true unerring intui- 
tion, the unhesitating apprehension of truth”.? which “simple 
vision of truth,” says St Thomas Aqumas, “ends in a movement 
of desire 

It IS infused with burnmg love, for it seems to its possessors 
to be primarily a movement of the heart with intellectual subtlety, 
for its ardour is wholly spent upon the most sublime object of 
thought with unflinching wiU, for its adventures are undertaken 
m the teeth of the natural doubts, prejudices, languors, and self- 
indulgence of man These adventures, looked upon by those who 
stay at home as a form of the Higher Lazmess, are in reality the 
last and most arduous labours which the human spirit is called 
to perform. They are the only known methods by which we can 
come into conscious possession of all our powers, and, rising 
from the lower to the higher levels of consciousness, become 
aware of that larger hfe m which we are immersed, attain 
communion with the transcendent Personality in Whom that 
life is resumed. 

Mary has chosen the better, not the idler part , for her gaze is 
directed towards those First Prmciples without which the activity 
of Martha would have no meaning at all In vain does sardonic 
common sense, confronted with the contemplative type, reiterate 
the sneer of Mucius, "Encore sont-ils heureux que la pauvre 
Marthe leur fasse la cuisine ” It remains a paradox of the mystics 
that the passivity at which they appear to aim is really a state 
I of the most intense activity more, that where it is wholly absent 
no great creative action can take place In it, the superficial self 
compels itself to be still, in order that it may hberate another 

' Plotinus, Ennead vi g 

’ “Theologia Germanica,” cap vii (trans Winkworth) 

3 Aug Conf , bk vii cap x 

3 A Schmoldeis, “Essai sur les Iscoles Philosophique chez les Arabes," p 68 

s “De Consideratione,” bk ii cap ii 

® “Summa Theologica," ii ii q clxxx, art 3 eds. i and 3 
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more deep-seated power which is, in the ecstasy of the contempla- 
tive genius, raised to the highest pitch of efficiency 

"This restful travail,” said Walter Hilton, "is full far from 
fleshly idleness and from blind security. It is full of ghostly work, 
but it IS called rest, for grace looseth the heavy yoke of fleshly 
love from the soul and maketh it mighty and free through the 
gift of the holy ghostly love for to work gladly, softly, and 
delectably Therefore is it called an holy idleness and a rest 
most busy, and so is it in stillness fron>the great crying and the 
beastly noise of fleshly desires 

If those who have cultivated this latent power be correct m 
their statements, the self was mistaken in supposmg herself to be 
entirely shut off from the true external universe She has, it seems, 
certain tentacles which, once she learns to uncurl them, wiU 
stretch sensitive fingers far beyond that limiting envelope in which 
her normal consciousness is contained, and give her news of a 
higher reality than that which can be deduced from the reports 
of the senses The fuUy developed and completely conscious 
human soul can open as an anemone does, and know the ocean m 
which she is bathed This act, this condition of consciousness, in 
which barriers are obliterated, the Absolute flows in on us, and 
we, rushmg out to its embrace, "find and feel the Infinite above aU 
reason and above all knowledge,”* is the true "mystical state ” 
The value of contemplation is that it tends to produce this state, 
release this transcendental sense, and so turns the “lower servi- 
tude” in which the natural man hves under the sway of his earthly 
environment to the "higher servitude” of fully conscious depend- 
ence on that Reality "in Whom we live and move and have our 
being ” 

What then, we ask, is the nature of this special sense — this trans- 
cendental consciousness — and how does contemplation liberate it ? 

Any attempt to answer this question brings upon the scene 
another aspect of man's psychic hfe an aspect of paramount 
importance to the student of the mystic type We have reviewed 
the chief ways in which our surface consciousness reacts upon 
experience a surface consciousness which has been trained 
through long ages to deal with the universe of sense We know, 
however, that the personality of man is a far deeper and more 
mysterious thmg than the sum of his conscious feeling, thought, 
and will, that this superficial self — this Ego of which each of us 
is aware — ^hardly counts m companson with the deeps of being 
which it hides "There is a root or depth in thee,” says Law, 
“from whence all these faculties come forth as lines from a centre. 


' Walter Hilton, “The Scale of Perfection,” bk ii cap xl 
= Ruysbroeck, “Dc Septem Gradibus Amons,” cap xiv 
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or as branches from the body of a tree This depth is tailed the 
centre, the fund, or bottom, of the soul This depth is the unity, 
the Eternity, I had almost said the infinity of thy soul, for it is 
so infinite that nothing can satisfy it. or give it any rest, but the 
mfinity of God.”^ 

Smee normal man is utterly unable to set up relations with 
spiritual reality by means of his feelmg, thought, and will, it is 
clearly m this depth of bemg — m these unplumbed levels of 
personality — that we muisf search, if we would find the organ, the 
power, by which he is to achieve the mystic quest That alteration 
of consciousness which takes place in contemplation can only 
mean the emergence from this "fund or bottom of the soul” of 
some faculty which diurnal life keeps hidden “m the deeps.” 

Modern psychology, in its doctrine of the unconscious or sub- 
hmmal personahty, has acknowledged this fact of a range of 
psychic life lying below and beyond the conscious field Indeed, it 
has so dwelt upon and defined this shadowy region — which is 
really less a "region” than a useful name — ^that it sometimes 
seems to know more about the unconscious than about the 
conscious life of man There it finds, side by side, the sources of 
his most animal instincts, his least explicable powers, his most 
spiritual mtuitions the "ape and tiger,” and the "soul ” Genius 
and prophecy, insomnia and infatuation, clairvoyance, hypnotism, 
hysteria, and "Christian” science — all are explained by the 
"unconscious mind.” In his destructive moods the psychologist 
has little apparent difficulty m reducing the chief phenomena of 
religious and mystical experience to activities of the “unconscious,” 
seeking an oblique satisfaction of repressed desires Where he 
undertakes the more dangerous duties of apologetic, he explains the 
same phenomena by saying that "God speaks to man m the sub- 
consciousness,”® by which he can only mean that our apprehensions 
of the eternal have the character of mtuition rather than of thought 
Yet the “unconscious” after all is merely a convenient name for 
the aggregate of those powers, parts, or qualities of the whole self 
which at any given moment are not conscious, or that the Ego is 
not conscious of Included in the unconscious region of an average 
healthy man are all those automatic activities by which the life 
of the body is carried on all those "uncivilized” instincts and 
vices, those remains of the ancestral savage, which education hai 

’ “The Spirit ol Prayer" (“Liberal and Mystical 'Writiiigs of William Law,” p 
14) So too St Fran90is dc Sales says This root is the depth of the spirit. Mens, 
which others call the Kingdom of God " The same doctrine appears, under 
various symbols, xn all the Christian ^lystics 

’ Cutten, “Psychological Phenomena of Christianity,” p 18 James, “Varietiei 
of Religious Experience," p 155 For a temperate and balanced discussion, sec 
Pratt "The Religious Consciousness." 
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forced out of the stream of consciousness and which now only 
send their messages to the surface in a carefully disguised form 
There too work m the hiddenness those longings for which the 
busy hfe of the world leaves no place, and there lies that deep 
pool, that heart of personality, from which m moments of 
lucidity a message may reach the conscious field Hence m normal 
men the best and worst, most savage and most spiritual parts 
of character, are bottled up “below the threshold ” Often the 
partisans of the "unconscious” forget to mention this 

It follows, then, that whilst we may find it convenient and 
mdeed necessary to avail ourselves of the symbols and diagrams 
of psychology in tracking out the mystic way, we must not forget 
the large and vague significance which attaches to these symbols, 
and the hypothetical character of many of the entities they repre- 
sent Nor must we allow ourselves to use the "unconscious” as the 
equivalent of man’s transcendental sense Here the mystics have 
surely displayed a more scientific spirit, a more delicate power of 
analysis, than the psychologists They, too, were aware that in 
normal men the spiritual sense hes below the threshold of con- 
sciousness Though they had not at their command the spatial 
metaphors of the modern school, and could not describe man’s 
ascent toward God in those picturesque terms of levels and up- 
rushes, margins and fields, projection, repression, and sublimation, 
which now come so naturally to mvestigators of the spiritual life, 
they leave us in no doubt as to their view of the facts Further, 
man’s spiritual history primarily meant for them, as it means for 
us, the emergence of this transcendental sense, its capture of the 
field of consciousness, and the opening up of those paths which 
permit the inflow of a larger spiritual hfe, the perception of a 
higher reality This, in so far as it was an isolated act, was "con- 
templation.” When it was part of the general life process, and had 
permanent results, they called it the New Birth, which “maketh 
alive.” The faculty or personahty concerned in the “New Birth” 
— ^the "spiritual man,” capable of the spiritual vision and life, 
which was dissociated from the "earthly man” adapted only to the 
natural life — ^was always sharply distinguished by them from 
the total personahty, conscious or unconscious It was somethmg 
definite , a bit or spot of man which, belonging not to Time but to 
Eternity, was different in kind from the rest of his human nature, 
framed in all respects to meet the demands of the merely natural 
world. » The business of the mystic m the eyes of these old special- 
ists was to remake, transmute, his total personality in the interest 

* Note to the 12th Edthon During the eighteen years which have elapsed since 
this chapter was written, much work has been done on the psychology of mys- 
ticism After sufienng severely at the hands of the “new psychologists" the 
contemplative faculty is once more taken seriously, and there is even some dis- 
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of his spiritual self ; to bnng it out of the hiddenness, and unify 
himself about it as a centre, thus “putting on divine humanity ” 
The divine nucleus, the point of contact between man's life and 
the divine life in which it is immersed and sustained, has been 
given many names in course of the development of mystical 
doctrine All clearly mean the same thing, though emphasizing 
different aspects of its hfe Sometimes it is called the S 3 mteresis,* 
the keeper or preserver of his bemg sometimes the Spark of the 
Soul, the Futihlein of the German mystics sometimes its Apex, 
the point at which it touches the heavens Then, with a sudden 
flight to the other end of the symbolic scale, and in order to 
emphasize its participation m pure Being, rather than its difference 
from mere nature, it is called the Ground of the Soul, the founda- 
tion or basal stuff indwelt by God, whence springs all spiritual 
life Clearly all these guesses and suggestions aim at one goal and 
are all to be understood in a symbolic sense , for, as Malaval ob- 
served in answer to his disciples’ anxious inquiries on this subject, 
"since the soul of man is a spiritual thmg and thus cannot have 
divisions or parts, consequently it cannot have height or depth, 
summit or surface But because we judge spiritual things by the 
help of material things, since we know these better and they are 
more familiar to us, we call the highest of all forms of conception 
the summit, and the easier way of comprehending things the 
surface, of the understanding 

Here at any rate, whatever name we may choose to give it, is 
the organ of man’s spiritual consciousness, the place where he 
meets the Absolute, the germ of his real life Here is the seat of 
that deep “Transcendental Feehng,” the “beginning and end of 
metaphysics” which is, says Professor Stewart, “at once the 
solemn sense of Timeless Being — of ‘That which was and is and 
ever shall be’ overshadowing us — and the conviction that Life 
IS good ” “I hold,” says the same wnter, “that it is in Transcen- 
dental Feelmg, manifested normally as Faith m the Value of Life, 
and ecstatically as sense of Timeless Being, and not in Thought 
proceeding by way of speculative construction, that Consciousness 
comes nearest to the object of metaphysics. Ultimate Reality ”3 

position to accept or restate the account of it given by the mystics Thus Bremond 
(“Priere et Poesie" and “Introduction k la Philosophie de la Prifere") insists on 
the capital distinction between the surface-nund, capable of rational knowledge, 
and the deeper mind, organ of mystical knowledge, and operative in varying 
degrees in religious, poetic, and aesthetic apprehensions 

* An interesting discussion of the term “Synteresis” will be found in Dr Inge’s 
“Christian Mysticism,” Appendix C, pp 359, 360 

* “La Pratique de la Vraye Theologie M)rstique," vol 1 p 204 

3 J A Stewart, ‘ The Myths of Plato," pp 41, 43 Perhaps I may point out 
that this Transcendental Feeling — ^the ultimate material alike of prayer and of 
poetry — has, like the mystic consciousness, a dual perception of Reality static 
being and dynamic life See above, p 42. ^ 
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The existence of such a "sense,” such an integral part or 
function of the complete human being, has been aflimied and 
dwelt upon not only by the mystics, but by seers and teachers of 
aU times and creeds by Egypt, Greece, and India, the poets, the 
faku's, the philosophers, and the saints A belief in its actuality is 
the pivot of the Chnstian position, indeed of every religion worthy 
of the name It is the justification of mysticism, asceticism, the 
whole machinery of the self-renouncing life That there is an 
extreme point at which man’s nature touches the Absolute that 
his ground, or substance, his true bAng, is penetrated by the 
Divine Life which constitutes the underlying reality of things; 
this IS the basis on which the whole mystic claim of possible 
union with God must rest Here, they say, is our link with reahty ; 
and in this place alone can be celebrated the "marriage from which 
the Lord comes 

To use another of their diagrams, it is thanks to the existence 
within him of this immortal spark from the central fire, that man 
IS imphcitly a "child of the infinite ” The mystic way must there- 
fore be a hfe, a discipline, which wall so alter the constituents of 
his mental life as to include this spark within the conscious field; 
bring it out of the hiddenness, from those deep levels where it 
sustains and guides his normal existence, and make it the dominant 
element round which his personahty is arranged 

It IS clear that under ordinary conditions, and save for sudden 
gusts of "Transcendental Feeling" induced by some saving mad- 
ness such as Religion, Art, or Love, the superficial self knows 
nothing of the attitude of this silent watcher — this "Dweller in the 
Innermost” — ^towards the incoming messages of the external world . 
nor of the activities which they awake in it Concentrated on the 
sense-world, and the messages she receives irom it, she knows 
nothing of the relations which exist between this subject and the 
unattainable Object of all thought Bur by a deliberate inatten- 
tion to the messages of the senses, such as that which is induced 
by contemplation, the mystic can bring the ground of the soul, 
the seat of "Transcendental Feelmg,” within the area of conscious- 
ness making it amenable to the activity of the will Thus becoming 
unaware of his usual and largely fictitious "external world,” 
another and more substantial set of perceptions, which never have 
their chance under normal conditions, rise to the surface Some- 
times these unite with the normal reasoning faculties More often, 
they supersede them Some such exchange, such "losing to find,” 
appears to be necessarj’, if man’s transcendental powers are to 
have their full chance 

"The two eyes of the soul of man,” says the "Theologia 
' Tauler, Sermon on St Augustine (“The Inner Way,” p 162). 
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Germanica,” here developing a profound Platonic image, "cannot 
both perform their work at once, but if the soul shall see with the 
right eye into eternity, then the left eye must close itself and 
refrain from working, and be as though it were dead For if the 
left eye be fulfilling its office toward outward things; that is, 
holding converse with time and the creatures, then must the 
right eye be hindered in its workmg; that is, m its contemplation 
Therefore, whosoever vail have the one must let the other go , for 
‘no man can serve two masters ’ 

There is within us an iiiftnense capacity for perception, for the 
receiving of messages from outside, and a very httle consciousness 
which deals with them It is as if one telegraph operator were 
placed in charge of a multitude of Irnes' all may be in action, 
but he can only attend to one at a time. In popular language, there 
IS not enough consciousness to go round Even upon the sensual 
plane, no one can be aware of more than a few things at once These 
fill the centre of our field of consciousness as the object on which 
we happen to have focussed our vision dominates our field of sight 
The other matters within that field retreat to the margin We 
know, dimly, that they are there, but we pay them no attention 
and should hardly miss them if they ceased to exist 

Transcendental matters are, for most of us, always beyond 
the margin, because most of us have given up our whole conscious- 
ness to the occupation of the senses, and permitted them to 
construct there a universe m which we are contented to remain 
Only in certain statesz^-recollection, contemplation, ecstasy and 
theiratnedTconditions— does the self co^me to turn out thejisual 
tenants, shut the ‘^gateways of the flesh," and let thosesubmSged 
powefT'which are capable of pickmg up messages from another 
plane of being have their turn. Then it is the sense-world which 
retreats beyond the'niafgin, and another landscape that rushes 
in At last, then, we begin to see something of what contemplation 
does for its initiates It is one of the many names applied to that 
chain of processes which have for their object this alteration of 
the mental equilibrium the putting to sleep of that "Normal 
Self” which usually wakes, and the awakening of that "Transcen- 
dental Self" which usually sleeps To man, "meeting-point of 
vanous stages of reality,” is given — ^though he seldom considers 
it — this unique power of choosmg his universe. 

The phenomenon known as double or disintegrated personality 
may perhaps give us a hint as to the mechanical nature of the 
change which contemplation effects. In this psychic malady the 
total character of the patient is spht up; a certain group of quali- 

' “Theologia Gennamca," cap. vii. Compare "De Imitatione Chnsti," 1 
cap 38. 
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ties are, as it were, abstracted from the surface-consciousness 
and so closely associated as to form in themselves a complete 
"character” or "personality” — ^necessarily poles asunder from the 
“character” which the self usually shows to the world, since it 
consists exclusively of those elements which are omitted from it. 
Thus m the classical case of Miss Beauchamp, the investigator. 
Dr Morton Prince, called the three chief "personalities,” from 
their ruhng characteristics, "the Saint,” “the Woman,” and "the 
Devil The totality of character which composed the "real 
Miss Beauchamp” had split up mto the^e contrasting types; each 
of which was excessive, because withdrawn from the control of 
the rest. When, voluntarily or involuntarily, the personality 
which had possession of the field of consciousness was lulled to 
sleep, one of the others emerged Hypnotism was one of the means 
which most easily effected this change 
Now in persons of mystical genius, the qualities which the 
stress of normal life tends to keep below the threshold of con- 
sciousness are of enormous strength In these natural explorers 
of Eternity the "transcendental faculty,” the "eye of the soul,” 
IS not merely present in embryo, but is highly developed, and 
is combined with great emotional and volitional power The 
result of the segregation of such qualities below the threshold of 
consciousness is to remove from them the friction of those counter- 
balancmg traits in the surface mmd with which they might colhde 
They are "in the hiddenness,” as Jacob Boehme would say. There 
they develop unchecked, until a pomt is reached at which their 
strength is such that they break their bounds and emerge into 
the conscious field either temporarily dominating the subject 
as in ecstasy, or permanently transmuting the old self, as in the 
"unitive life ” The attainment of this pomt may be accelerated 
by processes which have always been known and valued by the 
mystics , and which tend to produce a state of consciousness classed 
by psychologists with dreams, reverie, and the results of hypnosis 
In all these the normal surface-consciousness is deliberately or 
involuntarily luUed, the images and ideas connected with normal 
life are excluded, and images or faculties from “beyond the 
threshold” are able to take their place 
Of course these images or faculties may or may not be more 
valuable than those already present in the surface-consciousness. 
In the ordinary subject, often enough, they are but the odds and 
ends for which the superficial mmd has found no use. In the 
mystic, they are of a very different order and this fact justifies 
the means which he instinctively employs to secure their emer- 
gence. Indian mysticism founds its external system almost wholly 
' Morton Prince, “The Dissociation of a Personality," p. i6. 
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on (a) Asceticism, the domination of the senses, and (b) the de- 
liberate practice of self-hypnotization , either by fixing the eyes on a 
near object, or by the rhythmic repetition of the mantra or sacred 
word By these complementary forms of disciphne, the pull of the 
phenomenal world is diminished and the mind is placed at the 
disposal of the subconscious powers Dancing, music, and other 
exaggerations of natural rhythm have been pressed mto the same 
seivice by the Greek initiates of Dionysus, by the Gnostics, by 
mnumerable other mystic cults That these proceedings do effect 
a remarkable change in the human consciousness is proved by 
experience though how and w’hy they do it is at, yet httle under- 
stood Such artificial and deliberate production of ecstasy is 
against the whole instinct of the Christian contemplatives , but 
here and there amongst them also w’e find instances in which 
ecstatic trance or lucidity, the hberation of the "transcendental 
sense,” was inadvertently produced by purely physical means 
Thus Jacob Boehme, the "Teutonic theosopher,” having one day 
as he sat in his room "gazed fixedly upon a burnished pe\vter dish 
which reflected the sunshine with great bnlhance," fell into an 
inward ecstasy, and it seemed to him as if he could look mto the 
pnnciples and deepest foundations of things > The contemplation 
of runnmg water had the same effect on St. Ignatius Loyola 
Sitting on the bank of a river one day, and facing the stream, 
which was running deep, "the eyes of his mind were opened, not 
so as to see any kind of vision, but so as to understand and com- 
prehend spiritual things . . and this with such clearness that for 
him all these things were made new This method of attaining 
to mental lucidity by a narrowing and simphfication of the 
conscious field, finds an apt parallel in the practice of Immanuel 
Kant, who "found that he could better engage m philosophical 
thought while gazing steadily at a neighbourmg church steeple ”3 
It need hardly be said that rationahstic waiters, ignoring the 
parallels offered by the artistic and philosophic temperaments, 
have seized eagerly upon the evidence afforded by such mstances 
of apparent mono-ideism and self-hypnotization m the lives of 
the mystics, and by the physical disturbances which accompany 
the ecstatic trance, and sought by its apphcation to attribute all 
the abnormal perceptions of contemplative genius to hysteria or 
other disease They have not hesitated to call St Paul an epileptic, 
St. Teresa the "patron saint of hysterics"; and have found room 
for most of their spiritual kmdred in various departments of the 
pathological museum. They have been helped m this grateful task 
by the acknowledged fact that the great contemplatives, though 

' llartensen. ‘ Jacob Boehme," p 7 > Testament, cap 111 

3 SUibuck, “The Psychology oi Religion," p 388 
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almost always persons of robust intelligence and marked practical 
or intellectual ability — Plotinus, St Bernard, the two Ss. Cathe- 
rme, St. Teresa, St John of the Cross, and the Sufi poets Jami 
and Jalalu 'ddin are cases m pomt — ^have often suffered from 
bad physical health More, their mystical activities have generally 
reacted upon their bodies in a definite and special way; producing 
m several cases a particular kmd of dlness and of physical disa- 
bility, accompanied by pains and functional disturbances for 
which no organic cause could be discovered, unless that cause 
were the immense strain which exalted spirit puts upon a body 
which IS adapted to a very different form of life 

It is certain that the abnormal and highly sensitized t 5 ^e of 
mmd which we caU mystical does frequently, but not always, pro- 
duce or accompany strange and mexplicable modifications of the 
physical orgamsm with which it is hnked The supernatural is 
not here in question, except m so far as we are mchned to give 
that name to natural phenomena which we do not understand. 
Such mstances of psycho-physical parallelism as the stigmatiza- 
tions of the saints — ^and indeed of other suggestible subjects 
hardly to be ranked as saints — ^will occur to anyone.' I here offer 
to the reader another less discussed and more extraordmary 
example of the modifying mfluence of the spint on the supposed 
“laws” of bodily life 

We know, as a histoncal fact, unusually well attested by con- 
temporary evidence and quite outside the sphere of hagiographic 
romance, that both St Catherine of Siena and her namesake 
St Catherine of Genoa — active women as well as ecstatics, the 
first a philanthropist, reformer, and pohtician, the second an 
original theologian and for many years the highly efficient matron 
of a large hospital — ^hved, m the first case for years, in the second 
for constantly repeated periods of many weeks, without other 
food than the consecrated Host which they received at Holy 
Communion. They did this, not by way of difficult obedience to 
a pious vow, but because they could not live in any other way. 
Whilst fasting, they were well and active, capable of deahng with 
the innumerable responsibilities which filled their hves But the 
attempt to eat even a few mouthfuls — and this attempt was 
constantly repeated, for, like all true saints, they detested eccen- 
triaty* — at once made them ill and had to be abandoned as 
-useless 3 

* See, for instances, Cutten, ‘The Psychological Phenomena of Christianity,” 
cap viii 

’ “Singularity," says Gertrude Moie, ‘"is a vice -which Thou extremely hatest" 
(“The Spiritual Exercises of llie most veituous and religious Dame Gertrude 
More," p 40) ^11 the best and sanest of the mystics are of the same opinion 

3 See E Gardner, “St Catherine of Siena," pp 12 and 48, and F von Hugcl, 
“The Mystical E;iement of Religion," vol 1 p 135 
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In spite of the researches of Munsier,^ Janet,® Ribot,3 and 
other psychologists, and their persevering attempts to find a 
pathological explanation which will fit all mystic facts, this and 
other marked physical peculiarities which accompany the mystical 
temperament belong as yet to the unsolved problems of humanity 
They need to be removed both from the sphere of marvel and 
from that of disease — ^into which enthusiastic friends and foes 
force them by turn — ^to the sphere of pure psychology , and there 
studied dispassionately with the attention which we so wiUmgly 
bestow on the less interestiftg eccentricities of degeneracy and vice 
Their existence no more discredits the sanity of mysticism or the 
vahdity of its results than the unstable nervous condition usually 
noticed in artists — ^who share to some extent the mystic’s appre- 
hension of the Real — discredits art. “In such cases as Kant and 
Beethoven,” says Von Hugel justly, "a classifier of humanity 
according to its psycho-physical phenomena alone would put these 
great discoverers and creators, without hesitation, amongst 
hopeless and useless hypochondriacs ”4 

In the case of the mystics the disease of hysteria, with its 
astounding variety of mental ssmiptoms, its strange power of 
disintegrating, rearranging and enhancing the elements of con- 
sciousness, its tendencies to automatism and ecstasy, has been 
most often invoked to provide an explanation of the observed 
phenomena This is as if one sought the source of the genius of 
Taghoni in the symptoms of St Vitus's dance Both the art and 
the disease have to do with bodily movements So too both mysti- 
cism and hysteria have to do with the domination of consciousness 
by one fixed and intense idea or intuition, which rules the life and 
is able to produce amazing physical and psychical results In the 
hysteric patient this idea is often trivial or morbidi but has be- 
come — thanks to the self’s unstable mental condition — an obses- 
sion Ih the mystic the dominant idea is a great one. so great in 
fact, that when it is received in its completeness by the human 
consciousness, almost of necessity it ousts all else. It is nothing 
less than the idea or perception of the transcendent reahty and 
presence of God Hence the mono-ideism of the mystic is rational, 
whilst that of the hysteric patient is invariably irrational 

On the whole then, whilst psycho-physical relations remain so 
httle understood, it would seem more prudent, and certainly more 
scientific, to withhold our judgment on the meaning of the psycho- 

' “Les Maladies des Sentiments Religieux " 

» “L’fitat Mentale des Hystenques." and “Une Extatique” {Bullettn de. 
I'Institut Psychologtgue, igoi) 

3 “La Psychologie des Sentiments," 1896 

4 Op at , vol II p 42 

s For examples consult Pierre Janet, op, at 
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physical phenomena which accompany the mystic life, mstead 
of basing destructive criticism on facts which are avowedly 
mystenous and at least capable of more than one interpretation 
To deduce the nature of a compound from the character of its 
by-products is notoriously unsafe 

Our bodies are animal thmgs, made for animal activities. 
When a spurit of unusual ardour msists on using its nerve-ceUs 
for other activities, they kick against the pricks, and inflict, as 
the mystics themselves acknowledge, the penalty of “mystical 
lU-health.” "Believe me, children,” sa^s Tauler, "one who would 
know much about these high matters would often have to keep his 
bed, for his bodily frame could not support it “I cause thee 
extreme pain of body,” says the voice of Love to Mechthild of 
Magdeburg "If I gave myself to thee as often as thou wouldst 
have me, I should deprive myself of the sweet shelter I have of thee 
in this world, for a thousand bodies could not protect a loving soul 
from her desire Therefore the higher the love the greater the 
pain 

On the other hand the exalted personahty of the mystic — ^his 
self-disciplme, his heroic acceptance of labour and suffering, and 
his inflexible will — raises to a higher term that normal power of 
mmd over body which all possess Also the contemplative state — 
hke the hypnotic state in a healthy person — seems to enl^nce hfe 
by throwing open deeper levels of personahty The self then drinks 
at “a fountain which is fed by the XJmvers&l Life True ecstasy is 
notoriously hfe-enhanciiig In it a bracing contact with Reality 
seems to take place, and as a result the subject is himself more 
real Often, says St Teresa, even the sick come forth from ecstasy 
healthy and with new strength, for something great is then given 
to the soul 3 Contact has been set up with levels of being which 
the daily routine of existence leaves untouched Hence the extra- 
ordinary powers of endurance, and independence of external 
conditions, which the great ecstatics so often display 

If we see m the mystics, as some have done, the sporadic begin- 
ning of a power, a higher consciousness, towards which the race 
slowly tends, then it seems likely enough that where it appears 
nerves and organs should suffer under a stress to which they have 
not yet become adapted, and that a spirit more highly organized 
than its bodily home should be able to impose strange conditions 
on the flesh When man first stood upright, a body long accus- 
tomed to go on all fours, legs which had adjusted themselves to 
bearing but half his weight, must have rebelled against this 

* Sermon for Fust Sunday after Faster (Wiiikworth, p 302) 

= “Das Fliessendc Licht der Gottheit," pt ii cap xxv 
i Vida, cap xx § 29 
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unnatural proceedmg, inflicting upon its author much pain and 
discomfort if not absolute illness It is at least permissible to look 
upon the strange “psycho-physical” state common amongst the 
mystics as just such a rebellion on the part of a normal nervous 
and vascular system against the exigencies of a way of life to 
which it has not yet adjusted itself ^ 

In spite of such rebellion, and of the tortures to which it has 
subjected them, the mystics, oddly enough, are a long-lived race 
an awkward fact for critics of the physiological school To take 
only a few instances from* amongst marked ecstatics, St Hilde- 
garde hved to be eighty-one, Mechthild of Magdeburg to eighty- 
seven, Ruysbroeck to eighty-eight, Suso to seventy, St Teresa to 
sixty-seven, St Catherine of Genoa and St Peter of Alcantara to 
sixty-three It seems as though that enhanced life which is the 
reward of mystical surrender enabled them to triumph over their 
bodily disabihties and to live and do the work demanded of them 
under conditions which would have incapacitated oidinary men 

Such triumphs, which take heroic rank m the history of the 
human mind, have been accomphshed as a rule in the same way 
Like all intuitive persons, all possessors of genius, all potential 
artists — with whom in fact they are closely related — the mystics 
have, m psychological language, “thresholds of exceptional 
mobility ” That is to say, a shght effort, a slight departure from 
normal conditions, will permit their latent or “subliminal” powers 
to emerge and occupy the mental field A “mobile threshold” may 
make a man a genius, a lunatic, oi a saint All depends upon 
the character of the emerging powers In the great mystic, these 
powers, these tracts of personality lying below the level of normal 
consciousness, are of unusual richness, and cannot be accounted 
for m terms of pathology. “If it be true,” says Delacroix, “that 
the great mystics have not wholly escaped those nervous blemishes 
which mark nearly all exceptional organizations, there is in them 
a vital and creative power, a constructive logic, an extended scale 
of realization — in a word, a gemus — ^which is, m truth, their 
essential quahty. . The great mystics, creators and inventors 
who have found a new' form of hfe and have justified it . join, 
upon the highest summits of the human spirit, the great simplifiers 
of the world ”* 

The truth, then, so far as w'e know it at present, seems to be 


' Boyce Gibson (‘ God with Us," cap in ) has drawn a striking parallel 
between the ferment and ‘inlerioi uproar” of adolescence and the profound dis- 
turbances which maik man's cntiy into a conscious spiritual life His remarks 
are even more applicable to the drastic rearrangement of personality which takes 
place in the case of the mystic, whose spiritual life is more intense than that of 
other men 

’ Delatioi\, “Etudes sur le Mysticisme,” p. lii. 
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that those powers which are m contact with the Transcendental 
Order, and which constitute at the lowest estimate half the self, 
are dormant in ordinary men , whose time and interest are whoUy 
occupied in responding to the stimuli of the world of sense With 
those latent powers sleeps the landscape which they alone can 
apprehend In mystics none of the self is always dormant They 
have roused the Dweller in the Innermost from its slumbers, and 
round it have unified their hfe. Heart, Reason, WiU are there in 
full action, drawing their mcentive not from the shadow-show of 
sense, but from the deeps of true Being^ where a lamp is ht, and a 
consciousness awake, of which the sleepy crowd remains obhvious. 
He who says the mystic is but half a man, states the exact oppo- 
site of the truth. Only the mystic can be called a whole man, since 
in others half the powers of the self always sleep. This wholeness 
of experience is much insisted on by the mystics Thus the Divine 
Voice says to St. Catherine of Siena, “1 have also shown thee the 
Bridge and the three general steps, placed there for the three 
powers of the soul, and I have told thee how no one can attain 
to the hfe of grace unless he has mounted aU three steps, 
that IS, gathered together all the three powers of the soul in 
My Name 

In those abnormal types of personahty to which we give the 
name of genius, we seem to detect a hint of the relations which 
» may exist between these deep levels of being and the crust of 
consciousness In the poet, the musician, the great mathematician 
or inventor, powers lymg below the threshold, and hardly con- 
trollable by their owner’s conscious will, clearly take a major part 
in the busmess of perception and conception. In all creative acts, 
the larger share of the work is done subconsciously its emergence 
IS m a sense automatic This is equally true of mystics, artists, 
philosophers, discoverers, and rulers of men The great religion, 
mvention, work of art, always owes its inception to some sudden 
uprush of intuitions or ideas for which the superficial self cannot 
account; its execution to powers so far beyond the control of that 
self, that they seem, as their owner sometimes says, to "come from 
beyond ’’ This is “inspiration”, the opeiung of the sluices, so 
that those waters of truth in which aU hfe is bathed may rise to 
the level of consciousness. 

The great teacher, poet, artist, inventor, never aims dehberately 
at his effects. He obtains them he knows not how : perhaps from a 
contact of which he is unconscious with that creative plane of 
bemg which the Sufis caU the Constructive Spirit, and the Kaba- 
lists Yesod, and which both postulate as lym g nexLbehui d the 
wo rld of sense. “Sometimes," said the great Alexandrian Jew Plulo, 

' Dialogo, cap. Ixxxvi. 
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"when I have come lo my work empty, I have suddenly become 
full, ideas being in an invisible manner showered upon me, and 
implanted in me from on high, so that through the influence of 
divine inspiration, I have become greatly excited, and have known 
neither the place in which I was, nor those who were present, nor 
myself, nor what I was saying, nor w'hat I was writing , for then 
I have been conscious of a richness of interpretation, an enjoyment 
of light, a most penetrating insight, a most manifest energy in all 
that was to be done, having such an effect on my mind as the 
clearest ocular demonstrakon would have on the eyes This is a 
true creative ecstasy, strictly parallel to the state in which the 
mystic performs his mighty works 

/ To let oneself go, be quiet, receptive, appears to be the condition 
-binder which such contact with the Cosmic Life may be obtained 
"I have noticed that when one paints one should think of nothing 
everything then comes better," says the young Raphael to Leon- 
ardo da Vinci The superficial self must here acknowledge its own 
msufficiency, must become the humble servant of a more profound 
and vital consciousness The mystics are of the same opinion 
"Let the will quietly and wisely understand,” says St Teresa, 
"that it is not by dint of labour on our part that we can converse 
to any good purpose with God ”3 "The best and noblest way in 
which thou mayst come into this Life,” says Eckhart, "is by 
keeping silence and letting God work and speak Where all the 
powers are withdrawn from their work and images, there is this 
word spoken the more thou canst draw in all thy powers and 
forget the creature the nearer art thou to this, and the more 
receptive ”4 

Thus Boehme says to the neophyte,5 "When both thy intellect 
and will are quiet and passive to the expressions of the eternal 
Word and Spirit, and when thy soul is winged up above that which 
is temporal, the outward senses and the imagination being locked 
up by holy abstraction, then the eternal Hearing, Seeing, and 
Speaking will be revealed in thee Blessed art thou therefore if 
thou canst stand still from self thinking and self wiUing, and 
canst stop the wheel of thy imagination and senses ” Then, the 
conscious mind being passive, the more divine mind below the 
threshold — organ of our free creative life — can emerge and 
present its reports In the words of an older mystic, "The soul, 
leaving all things and forgetting herself, is immersed in the ocean 

' Quoted by J .xme-> ( Vanclic, ol Religioub E'cpciience,” p 481) from Clissold's 
“Ihe Piopliclic Spirit in Genius and Madness," p 67 

= M6rc]kowsky, ‘ Le Roman dc Leonard de Vinci," p 638 

3 Vida, cap xv 9 

4 Meister Eckhart, Pied 1 ("Mystische Schriften," p i 8 ) 

s "Three Dialogues of the Supersensual Life," p. 14 
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of Divine Splendour, and illuminated by the Sublime Abyss of 
the Unfathomable Wisdom."* 

The "passivity" of contemplation, then, is a necessary prelimin- 
ary of spiritual energy an essential clearing of the ground It 
withdraws the tide of consciousness from the shores of sense, 
stops the "wheel of the imagmation " “The Soul,” says Eckhart 
again, "is created in a place between Time and Eternity with 
its highest powers it touches Eternity, with its lower Time 
These, the worlds of Being and Becoming, are the two "stages of 
reality" which meet in the spirit of man By cuttmg us off from 
the temporal plane, the lower kmd of reality. Contemplation gives 
the eternal plane, and the powers which can communicate with 
that plane, their chance In the born mystic these powers are 
great, and lie very near the normal threshold of consciousness 
He has a genius for transcendental — or as he would say, divine — 
discovery in much the same way as his cousins, the born musician 
and poet, have a genius for musical or poetic discovery In all 
three cases, the emergence of these higher powers is mysterious, 
and not least so to those who experience it Psychology on the 
one hand, theology on the other, may offer us diagrams and 
theories of this proceeding" of the strange oscillations of the 
developmg consciousness, the fitful visitations of a lucidity and 
creative power over which the self has little or no control, the 
raptures and griefs of a Ausion by turns granted and withdrawn. 
But the secret of genius still eludes us, as the secret of hfe eludes the 
biologist 

The utmost we can say of such persons is, that reahty pre- 
sents itself to them under abnormal conditions and in abnormal 
terms, and that subject to these conditions and m these terms 
they are bound to deal with it Thanks to their pecuhar mental 
make up, one aspect of the universe is for them focussed so sharply 
that in comparison with it all other images are blurred, vague, and 
unreal Hence the sacnfice which men of genius — ^mystics, artists, 
mventors — ^make of their whole fives to this one Object, this one 
vision of truth, is not self-denial, but rather self-fulfilment They 
gather themselves up from the unreal, in order to concentrate on 
the real The whole personality then absorbs or enters into com- 
munion with certain rhythms or harmonies existent in the universe, 
which the receiving apparatus of other selves cannot take up 
"Here is the finger of God, a flash of the Will that can l" exclaims 
Abt Vogler, as the sounds grow under his hand "The numbers 


* Dionysius the Areopagite, “De Divinis Noininibus,” vii 3 
» Fred xxiii Eckhart obtained this image from St Thomas Aquinas, “Summa 
Contra Gentiles," 1 . 111 cap Ixi ‘‘The intellectual soul is created on the confines 
of eternity and time " 
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earned’ says the poet He knows not how, certainly not by deliber- 
ate intellection 

So it IS with the mystic. Madame Guyon states in her autobi- 
ography, that when she was composing her works she would ex- 
penence a sudden and irresistible inclmation to take up her pen, 
though feeling wholly incapable of hterary composition, and not 
even knowing the subject on which she would be impelled to 
write If she resisted this impulse it was at the cost of the most 
intense discomfort She would then begin to write with extra- 
ordinary swiftness, words, elaborate arguments, and appropriate 
quotations coming to her without reflection, and so quickly that 
one of her longest books was written in one and a half days "In 
writing I saw that I was writing of thmgs which I had never seen 
and durmg the time of this manifestation, I was given light to 
perceive that I had m me treasures of knowledge and under- 
standmg which I did not know that I possessed 

Similar statements are made of St Teresa, who declared that 
in writing her books she was powerless to set down anything but 
that which her Master put into her mmd * So Blake said of "Milton" 
and "Jerusalem," "I have written the poems from immediate 
dictation, twelve or sometimes twenty or thirty lines at a time, 
without premeditation and even against my will The time it has 
taken in writmg was thus rendered non-existent, and an immense 
poem exists which seems to be the labour of a long life, all pro- 
duced without labour or study, "3 

These are, of course, extreme forms of that strange power of 
automatic composition, in which words and characters arrive and 
arrange themselves in defiance of their authors’ will, of which 
most poets and novelists possess a trace Such composition is 
probably related to the automatic writing of "mediums" and 
other sensitives, m which the often disorderly and incoherent 
subhminal mind seizes upon this channel of expression. The 
.subliminal mind of the great mystic, however, is not disorderly 
It IS abnormally sensitive, richly endowed and keenly observant — 
a treasure house, not a lumber room — and becomes, m the course 
of its education, a highly disciplined and skilled instrument of 
knowledge When, therefore, its contents emerge, and are presented 
to the normal consciousness in the form of lucidity, "auditions,” 
visions, automatic writmg, or any other translations of the super- 

’ Vie, t 11 pp 120, 223, 229 It might reasonably be objected that Madame 
Guyon does not rank high among the mystics and her later history includes some 
unfortunate incidents This is true Nevertheless she exhibits such a profusion 
of mystical phenomena and is so candid in her self-disclosures, that she provides 
much valuable matenal for the student 

* G Cunninghame Graham, “Santa Teresa,** vol i p. 202. 

3 “Letters of William Blake," Apnl 25, i8oj 
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sensible into the terms of sensible perception, they cannot be 
discredited because the worthless unconscious region of feebler 
natures sometimes manifests itself in the same way Idiots are 
often voluble but many orators are sane 

Now, to sum up what are the chief charactenstics which we 
have found to concern us in this sketch-map of the mental hfe 
of man? 

(1) We have divided that hfe, arbitrarily enough, along the 
fluctuating hne which psychologists pall the "threshold of his 
consciousness” into the surface hfe and the unconscious deeps 

(2) In the surface life, though we recognized its essential whole- 
ness, we distinguished three outstanding and ever-present aspects 
the Trinity in Unity of feeling, thought, and will Amongst these, 
we were obliged to give the primacy to feelmg, as the power which 
set the machinery of thought and wdl to work 

(3) We have seen that the expression of this hfe takes the 
two complementary forms of conation, or outgoing action, and 
cognition, or indwelling knowledge, and that the first, which is 
dynamic in type, is largely the work of the will stimulated by 
the emotions, whilst the second, which is pas ./e m type, is the 
business of the intellect They answer to the two main aspects 
which man discerns in the universal life* Being and Becoming. 

(4) Neither conation nor cognition — action nor thought — as 
performed by this surface mind, concerned as it is with natural 
existence and dominated by spatial conceptions, is able to set up 
any relations with the Absolute or transcendental world Such 
action and thought deal wholly with material supphed directly 
or indirectly by the world of sense The testimony of the mystics, 
however, and of all persons possessing an "instinct for the Abso- 
lute,” points to the existence of a further faculty — indeed, a 
deeper self — in man, a self which the circumstances of diurnal 
hfe usually keep "below the threshold” of his consciousness, and 
which thus becomes one of the factors of his "subliminal life.” 
This hidden self is the primary agent of mysticism, and lives a 
"substantial” hfe in touch with the real or transcendental world ‘ 

(5) Certain processes, of which contemplation has been taken as 
a type, can so alter the state of consciousness as to permit the 
emergence of this deeper self , which, according as it enters more 
or less into the conscious life, makes man more or less a mystic 

* This insistence on the twofold character of human personality is implicit 
in the mystics “It is," says Bremond, “the fundamental dogma of mystical 
psychology — the distinction between the two selves Ammus, the surface self, 
Antma, the deep self, .if minus, rational knowledge, and Amiita, mystical ot 
poetic knowledge the I, who feeds on notions and words, and enchants him. 
self by doing so, the Me, who is united to realities" (Bremond “Piiere et I’oesie," 
cap xii ) 
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The mystic life, therefore, involves the emergence from deep 
levels of man’s transcendental self, its capture of the field of 
consciousness; and the “conversion” or rearrangement of his 
feeling, thought, and will — his character — about this new centre 
of hfe 

We state, then, as the conclusion of this chapter, that the object 
of the mystic’s adventure, seen from within, is the apprehension of, 
or direct communion with, that transcendental Reality which we 
tried m the last section to define from without. Here, as in the 
fulfilment of the highest earthly love, knowledge and communion 
are the same thing, we must be "oned with bhss” if we are to be 
aware of it That aspect of our being by which we may attain this 
communion — that "marrow of the Soul,” as Ruysbroeck calls it — 
usually lies below the threshold of our consciousness , but in certain 
natures of abnormal richness and vitality, and under certain 
favourable conditions, it may be hberated by various devices, 
such as contemplation Once it has emerged, however, it takes up, 
to help it in the work, aspects of the conscious self The surface 
must co-operate with the deeps, and at last merge with those 
deeps to produce that unification of consciousness upon high levels 
which alone can put a term to man’s unrest The heart that longs 
for the All, the mmd that conceives it, the wiU that concentrates 
the whole self upon it, must aU be called into play The self must 
be surrendered but it must not be annihilated, as some Quietists 
have supposed It only dies that it may hve again Supreme 
success, — ^the permanent assurance of the mystic that "we are 
more verily in heaven than m earth,” — says the Lady Julian, in 
a passage which anticipates the classification of modem psychology, 
"cometh of the natural Love of our soul, and of the clear light of 
our Reason, and of the steadfast Mmd 

But what is the order of precedence which these three activities 
are to assume in the work which is one ? All, as we have seen, must 
do their part , for we are concerned with the response of man in his 
wholeness to the overwhelmmg attraction of God But which shall 
predominate? The ultimate nature of the self’s experience of 
reality will depend on the answer she gives to this question What, 
here, are the relative values of Mmd and Heart ? ^^ich will bring 
her closest to the Thought of God; the real life in which she is 
bathed’ Which, fostered and made dominant, is most likely to 
put her in harmony with the Absolute ? The Love of God, which is 
ever in the heart and often on the lips of the Samts, is the passionate 
desire for this harmony, the "malady of thought” is its intellectual 
equivalent Though we may seem to escape God, we cannot escape 
some form of this craving, except at the price of utter stagnation 
* Julian of Norwich, “Revalations of Divine Love," cap Iv. 
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We go back, therefore, to the statement with which this chapter 
opened . that of the two governing desires which share the prison 
of the self We see them now as representing the cravings of the 
intellect and the emotions for the only end of all quests The 
disciplined will — the ‘‘conative power" — ^with all the dormant 
faculties which it can wake and utilize, can come to the assistance 
of one of them Which? The question is a crucial one, for the 
destiny of the self depends on the partner which the will selects. 
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1 he AIvsIk. h^s iltiinid lontatt wilh the VIjsoUitc — IIi is i spiutiiil gcimis— 
Vll mm hl^e litint mvsticd ftthiig — Siuh liiling is the souicl of the uts— 
Mjstic OKI \itisl riim likmis^is iiid dilkitiULS — I)illimllii.s of iii\stica 
e\picssion — ’\I\slKisni uid mu it Ituhiid Uolli 'siinholii txjmssion- 
A lyon Vii iLLidtnt not ui ini) lii n oi ni\ tiiisni \ mttliod 1 1 i oniniiinit itioi 
— 5ugg(sti\t poiMi of s^nilxils I oiii t h II ■( li iislu s ol (iiu mi Ini in It i 
(i) p It til d ( ) ti iiisii ndi nt d (t)lhi ni\ lit is i Inii i |Hiis ohji tt is iiniui 
MithtliL VbsoluU — ■Mistiii nidtlinid I i lihnutt’i In dill ti iltd— St |ohi 
of 1 he L loss — 1 hcologi-i <ii nil inii 1 s^ nd i li u ii li iistu dliisli did — liiilei- 
Plotinns — 1 niid iliiiuUiisiu illusti ili 1 \l\stn loic — Holli \ Kiinpis- 
(leitiuiU Moil— 1 mill thiiKtiiislu illiisti iltd VMlithdil ol M ledthnip— 
Ihe ^^^stlt Wti I mil if llu iiiysli il ixpiriini' V tilth ihui kiistit 
disinttrtsttdiitsb btlf suiiunlii— J’uu U \i Simini iri 

T hi (^spiiitual histoty ol man titials two diittiiirt and 
fundament il alliludts to\\ud< (lit misKn and two 
methods whufby lie has soughl to t'l I in toiidi with it. 
For out pitsint ptnposi I will i.ill Iht t milhmls (lit 'way of 
magic’ and the ‘ w iv of nivstuism y lla\jii( said lliis wc must 
at onte add that nlthough in tiuii exlieiui loinis tin sc mellinds 
aie shdiply conti islid, thiii fnmliu an In (inm In mg tioaily 
dchntd that, staitmg fiom tin same |iom1, (l)(\ ofti n (oiiluse 
the inqmitr by using till sann language, iti ttmntnl , .md iih tliods 
Hencr,mucIi\vh]t]iisH illym.igu is loo si I \ .md ])oj)iilailvdi si ijbed 
asm\siu.ism Thi y npustnlasa matin of f.u I llu oppo ili polis 
of the same tiling tin Iransi < iiili nlal i ojisi ion m s ol Imniamlv 
Bttwerii flitm 111 thi gii .it ii ligioijt wliuli imglil In di nibid 
iindtr this nu taplior ,is upti iiiling llu oidinaiily li.ibilabli* 
region of tliaf ton iioiisruss rims, a1 oiu i nd of lJu siali.jiiiie 
mystuism 'shades off’ into nligioii bom sunit points of virw 
seems to grow out of il (No duply n hgioiis niiin is willioni a 
touch of mystuism, and no inyslti f.uj b< ollui Ihiin n Iigioiis, 
in the psychologii al if not in the (litologiral i nse ol tin woitO 
At the other end of llu sc al< , as wc shall si t lali i , leligion, no less 
surely, shades oil into magu 

IvThf fundamental diffucoft bilwttn thr fwo p tins in igir 
wants to get, mystuism w.uits to give)— Jinnioi bil and ant.igO" 
nistit attitudes, which turn up uiidci one disgui'-r oi anotliLi in 
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gTinr p line, but rather an infinite series of gradations separate the 
two states Hence we must look carefully at all the pilgrims on 
the road, discover, if we can, the motive of their travels, the maps 
which they use, the luggage which they take, the end which they 
attain. 

^Now we have said that the end which the mystic sets before 
him is conscious union with a living Absolute That Divme Dark, 
that Abyss of the Godhead, of which he sometimes speaks as the 
goal of his quest, is just this Absolute, the Uncreated Light in 
<Vrhich the Universe is bathed,^ and iraich — transcending, as it 
.does, all human powers of expression — ^he can only describe to us 
tas dark. there is — must be — contact “in an intelligible where” 
.Jieitween e^ery individual self and this Supreme Self, this Ultimate. 
^Iil'the mystic this union is conscious, personal, and complete. 
"He enjoyA” says St John of the Cross, “a certain contact of the 
,squl with me Divinity, and it is God Himself who is then felt 
and tastea”' More or less according to his measure, he has 
^niched — cj' better, been touched by — the substantial Being of 
’Deity, not merely its manifestation in life This it is which dis- 
i;tinguishes him from the best and most brilliant of other men, and 
‘makes his science, in Patmore's words, “the science of self-evident 
Reality.” ^zmg with him into that unsearchable ground whence 
the WorljTof Becoming comes forth “eternally generated m an 
eternal Now," we may see only the icy darkness of perpetual 
negatiom: but he beyond the coincidence of opposites, looks upon 
^^q^acejof Perfect Love 

G^^enius m any of the arts is — ^humanly speakmg — the final 
power of which each individual possesses the rudiments, 
®&jfe3^tx:ism may be looked upon as the final term, the active 
^i^ression, of a power latent m the whole race the power, that 
stto say, of so perceiving transcendent reality Few people pass 
hrough Ufe without knowing what it is to be at least touched by 
his myitical feeling He who falls m love with a woman and 
i^eives — as the lover really does perceive — that the categoncal 
enn "girl” veils a wondrous and unspeakable reahty he who, 

S in love with nature, sees the landscape “touched with light 
,^-!-a charming phrase to those who have not seen it, but a 
^entitle statement to the rest — ^he who falls in love with the Holy, 
or as we say "undergoes conversion”, all these have truly known 
for an insPti^^ something of the secret of the world ^ 


Ever and anon a trumpet sounds 
. i'rom the hid battlements of Eternity, 

Those shaken mists a space unsettle, then 
Round the half-ghmpsdd turrets slowly wash again 

nor va, II. *6. * Compare above, pp 57 
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At such moments “Transcendental Feehng, welling up from 
another 'Part of the Soul’ whispers to Understanding and Sense 
that they are leaving out something What^ Nothmg less than 
the secret plan of the Universe And what is that secret plan? 
The other ‘Part of the Soul’ indeed comprehends it in silence as it 
IS, but can explam it to the Understandmg only in the symbolical 
language of the interpreter, Imagmation — Vision.’’^ 

Here, in this spark or "part of the soul’’ where the spirit, as 
religion says, "rests in God who made it,’’ is the fountain alike of 
the creative imagination and the mystic life. Now and again some- 
thing stings it into consciousness, and man is caught up to the 
spiritual level, catches a glimpse of the "secret plan ’’ Then hints 
of a marvellous truth, a unity whose note is ineffable peace, shine 
in created things, awakemng m the self a sentimei^t of lo\e, 
adoration, and awe Its life is enhanced, the barrier of personality 
is broken, man escapes the sense-world, ascends to the apex of his 
spirit, and enters for a brief period into the more evtfiyided life of 
the AU 

(This mtuition of the Real lying at the root of tl^Tnsible world 
and sustainmg its life, is present in a modified form in the arts ) 
perhaps it were better to say, must be present if tha^e arts are to 
justify themselves as heightened forms of experienctf It is this 
which gives to them that pecuhar vitality, that strmge power 
of communicating a poignant emotion, half torment and half joy, 
which baffle their more rational interpreters. We knowjhat the 
picture which is “like a photograph,” the building whjcl^^^ 
once handsome and commodious, the novel which is a 
transcript of life, fail to satisfy us It is difficult to say wh^rois 
should be so, unless it were because these things have neglected 
their true business, which wets not to reproduce the ilhsions of 
ordinary men but to catch and translate for us something of that 
“secret plan,” that reality which the artistic consciousness is able, 
m a measure, to perceive. “Pamtmg as well as music and poetry 
exists and exults m immortal thoughts,” says Blake ^ That “lite- 
enhanemg power” which has been recognized as the supreme 
quality of good painting,3 has its origin in this contact of the 
/artistic mind with the archetypal — or, if you like, t>>''\ -anscen- 
dental — world t^unde^ing verity_qf_ things 

A critic, in whom poetic genius has brought about \..iiusual 
aUiance of intuition with scholarship, testifies to thist^ime truth 
when he says of the ideals which governed early Chine / painting, 
"In this theory every work of art is thought of as an ^carnation 

■ J A Stewart, ‘ The Myths of Plato," p 40 

’ “Descriptive Catalogue " 

-- 3 See T. Rolleston, “Parallel Paths." 
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of the genius of rhythm, manifesting the hving spirit of things 
with a clearer beauty and intenser power than the gross impedi-’" 
ments of complex matter allow to be transmitted to our senses m 
the visible world around us A picture is conceived as a sort of 
appanUon from a more real world of essential hfe."^ 

That “more real world of essential life" is the world m which 
the "free soul" of the great mystic dwells; hovering hke the 
six-winged seraph before the face of the Absolute * The artist too 
may cross its b oundaries m his brief moments of creation, but he 
cannot stay He comes back fo us, bearing its tidings, with Dante's 
cry upon his lips — 

" Non eran da cio le propne penne 
se non che la mia mente fu percossa 
da un fulgorc, in che sua vogha venne ”3 

The mystic may say — ^is indeed bound to say — ^with St. Bernard, 
"My secret to myself." Try how he will, his stammermg and awe- 
struck reports can hardly be understood but by those who are 
already m the way But the artist cannot act thus. On him has 
been laid the duty of expressmg something of that which he 
perceives He is bound to tell his love In his worship of Perfect 
Beauty faith must be balanced by works By means of veils and ' 
symbols he must interpret his free vision, his ghmpse of the 
burning bush, to other men He is the mediator between his 
brethren and the divine, for art is the link between appearance 
an^m^J:y_4 

do not call every one who has these partial and artistic 
intmions of reality a mystic, any more than we call every one a 
musician who has learnt to play the piano The true mystic is the 
person m whom such powers transcend the merely artistic and 
visionary stage, and are exalted to the point of genius, in whom 
the transcendental consciousness can dominate the normal 
consciousness, and who has definitely surrendered himself to the' 
embrace of Reahty) As artists stand in a pecuhar relation to the 
phenomenal world, receiving rhythms and discovering truths and 
beauties which arc hidden from other men, so this true mystic 
stands in a peculiar relation to the transcendental world, there 
experiencing actual, but to us unimaginable tension and dehght. 
His consciousness is transfigured m a particular way, he lives at 

' Laurence Bmyon, ‘ Painting in the Far East, ‘ p 9 
* “The Mirror of Simple Souls." Pt III, cap I 

3 Par xxxiii 139 “Not foi this were my wings fitted save only that my mind 
was smitten by a lightning flash, wherein came to it its desire " 

1 In this connexion Cod ernaux (Revue Philosophique, February, 1902) has 
a highly significant rem.irk o the effect that romanticism represents the invasion 
of secuhir literature by mysl ic or religious emotion It is, he says, the seculanzaHon 
of tile inner life. Compare al.o Bremond, "Prifere et Poesie ” 
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different levels of experience from other people • and this of course 
means that he sees a diffeient world, smce the world as we know 
it IS the product of certain scraps or aspects of reahty acting upon 
a normal and untransfigured consciousness Hence his mysticism 
IS no isolated vision, no fugitive glimpse of reahty, but a complete 
system of hfe carrymg its own guarantees and obhgations As 
other men are immersed in and react to natural or intellectual 
life, so the mystic is immersed m and reacts to spiritual hfe He 
moves towards that uttej identification with its interests which 
he calls ' Union with God *’ He has been called a lonely soul He 
might more properly be described as a lonely body for his soul, 
peculiarly responsive, sends out and receives communications 
upon every side 

The earthly artist, because perception brings with it the impera- 
tive longing for expression, tries to give us m colour, sound or 
words a hint of his ecstasy, his glimpse of truth Only those who 
have tried, know how small a fraction of his vision he can, under 
the most favourable circumstance, contrive to represent (The 
mystic, too, tries very hard to tell an unwilling world his secret 
But in his case, the difficulties are enormously increased First, 
there is the huge disparity between his unspeakable experience 
and the language which will most nearly suggest it. Next, there 
IS the great gulf fixed between his mind and the mind oftne world 
His audience must be bewitched as well as addressed, caught up 
to somethmg of his state, before they can be made to understand ) 

I Were he a musician, it is probable that the mystic could give 
his message to other musicians m the terms of that art, far more 
accurately than language will allow him to do. for wc must 
remember that there is no excuse but that of convenience for the 
pre-eminence amongst modes of expression which we accord to 
words These correspond so well to the physical plane and its 
adventures, that we forget that they have but the faintest of 
relations with transcendental things Even the artist, before he 
can make use of them, is bound to re-arrange them m accordance 
with the laws of rhythm obeying unconsciously the rule by which 
all aits “tend to approach the condition of music " 

So too the mystic Mysticism, the most romantic of adventures, 
from one point of view the art of arts^^^i^ource and also their 
end, finds naturally enough its clds^MWR-espondences in the 
most purely artistic and most deeply significant of all forms of 
expression The mystery of music is seldom realized by those who 
so easily accept its gifts Yet of all the arts music alone shares 
with great m'ystical literature the power of waking mjis. a response . 
to the life-movement of the universe brings us — ^we know not 
how — ^news or^^^its exultant passions and its incomparable peace. 
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Beethoven heard the very voice of Reality, and little of it escaped 
when he translated it for our ears > 

The mediaeval mind, more naturally mystical than ours, and 
therefore more sharply aware of the part which rhythmic harmony 
plays m the worlds of nature and of grace, gave to music a cosmic > 
importance, discerning its operation in many phenomena which 
we now attribute to that dismal figment. Law "There are three 
kmds of music,” says Hugh of St Victor, "the music of the worlds, 
the music of humanity, the music of instruments Of the music of 
the worlds, one is of the elements, another of the planets, another 
of Time Of that which is of the elements, one is of number, another 
of weights, another of measure Of that which is of the planets, one 
is of place, another of motion, another of nature Of that which is of 
Time, one is of the days and the vicissitudes of light and darkness, 
another of the months and the waxing and waning of the moon ; 
another of the years and the changes of spring, summer, autumn 
and winter Of the music of humanity, one is of the body, another 
of the soul, another in the connexion that is between them.”* 
Thus the life of the visible and invisible universe consists in a 
supernal fugue 

One contemplative at least, Richard RoUe of Hampole, "the 
father of English mysticism,” was acutely aware of this music 
of the soul, discerning in it a correspondence with the measured 
harmonies of the spiritual universe In those enraptured descnp- 
tions of his inward experience which are among the jewels of 
mystical hterature, nothing is more remarkable than his constant 
and dehberate employment of musical imagery This alone, it 
seems, could catch and translate for him the character of his 
experience of Reality The condition of joyous and awakened 
love to which the mystic passes when his purification is at an end 
IS to him, above all else, the state of Song He does not “see” the 
spirituaPVorld he "hears” it For him, as for St. Francis of 
Assisi, it is a "heavenly melody, intolerably sweet ”3 

"Song I call,” he says, "when in a plenteous soul the sweetness 
of eternal love with burning is taken, and thought into song is 
turned, and the mmd into full sweet sound is changed.”'! He who 

• I take from Hebert’s monograph “Le DiMn" two examples of the analogy 
between mystical and mnsiga l epto tion First that of Gay, who had “the soul, the 
heart, and the head full of|||||Ji|fe|^another beauty than that which is formulated 
by sounds ” Next, that o^^^^TOoeck, who, in a passage that might have been 
written by Keats, speaks of Contemplation and Love as “two heavenly pipes" 
which, blown upon by the Holy Spirit, play “ditties of no tone" (op cit , p 29) 

* Hugh of St Victor, “Didascalicon de Studio Legendi " 

5 “Fioretti ” Delle Istimati (Arnold’s translation ) 

♦ Richard Rolle, “The Fire of Love" (Early English Text Society), bk. 1 
cap XV In this and subsequent quotations from &0IW& Incendium Amor%sl have 
usually adopted Misyn's fifteenth-century translation , slightly modernizing the 
spelUng, and, wheie necessary, correcting from the Latin his errors and obscurities. 
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experiences this joyous exaltation "says not his prayers hke other 
righteous men” but "is taken into marvellous mirth, and, goodly 
sound being descended into him, as it were with notes his prayers 
he sings So Gertrude More — ^“O lett me sitt alone, silent to all 
the world and it to me, that I may learn the song of Love 

RoUe’s own experience of mystic joy seems actually to have 
come to him m this form • the perceptions of his exalted conscious- 
ness presenting themselves to his understanding under musical 
conditions, as other mystics have received them in the form of 
pictures or words I give in his own words the classic description 
of his passage from the first state of "burnmg love” to the second 
state of "songful love” — from Calor to Canor — ^when "into song 
of joy meditation is turned ” "In the night, before supper, as I 
my psalms sung, as it were the sound of readers or rather singeis 
about me I beheld Whilst, also praying, to heaven with all desire 
I took heed, suddenly, m what manner I wot not, m me the sound 
of song I felt; and likeliest heavenly melody I took, with me 
dwelling in mind Forsooth my thought continually to mirth of 
song was changed, and my meditation to praise turned, and m> 
prayers and psalm-saying, in sound I showed ”i 
The song, however, is a mystic melody having httle in common 
with its clumsy image, earthly music. Bodily song “lets it”, and 
"noise of janglers makes it turn again to thought,” "for sweet 
ghostly song accords not with outward song, the which in churches 
and elsewhere is used. It discords much for all that is man’s voice 
is formed with bodily ears to be heard, but among angels’ tunes 
it has an acceptable melody, and with marvel it is commended of 
them that have known it " To others it is incommunicable 
"Worldly lovers soothly words or ditties of our song may know, 
for the words they read but the tone and sweetness of that song 
they may not learn ”4 

Such symbolism as this — a hving symbolism of experience and 
action, as well as of statement — ^seems almost essential to mystical 
expression The mind must employ some device of the kind if its 
transcendental perceptions — ^wholly unrelated as they are to the 
phenomena with which intellect is able to deal — are ever to be 
grasped by the surface consciousness Sometimes the symbol and 
the perception which it represents become fused m that con- 
sciousness; and the mystic’s experience then presents itself to 

' op ct< , bk 1 cap xxiii Compare bk 11 caps v and vi. 

* ‘ Spiritual Exercises," p 30 

3 Op cit , bk 1 cap XV 

A Op cit , bk 11 caps 111 and xii Shelley is of the same opinion — 

“The world can hear not the sweet notes that move 
The Sphere whose light is melody to lovers " 

(“The Triumph of Life ") 
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him as “visions" or "voices” which we must look upon as the 
garment he has himself provided to veil that Reality upon which 
no man may look and live The nature of this garment wiU be 
largely conditioned by his temperament — as in RoUe's evident 
bias towards music, St Catherme of Genoa’s leaning towards the 
abstract conceptions of fire and light — and also by his theo- 
logical education and environment Cases in pomt are the highly 
dogmatic visions and auditions of St. Gertrude, Suso, St. Catherine 
of Siena, the Blessed Angela of Fohgnp, above all of St Teresa, 
whose marvellous self-analyses provide the classic account of 
these attempts of the mmd to translate transcendental mtuitions 
into concepts with which it can deal 

The greatest mystics, however — Ruysbroeck, St John of the 
Cross, and St. Teresa herself m her later stages — distmguish 
clearly between th^ineffable Reahty which they perceive and the 
image under which they describe it \ Again and again they tell us 
with Dionysius and Eckhart, that 'the Object of their contem- 
plation "hath no image” or with St. John of the Cross that "the 
soul can never attain to the height of the divine union, so far as it 
is possible m this life, through the medium of any forms or 
figures. ">(^Theref ore the attempt which has sometimes been made 
to identify mysticism with such forms and figures — ^with visions, 
voices, "supernatural favours” and other abnormal phenomena — 
is clearly wrong j 

"The highest and most divme things which it is given us to see 
and to know,” says Dionysius the Areopagite plainly, "are but the 
symbohc language of things subordinate to Him who Himself 
transcendeth them all through which thmgs His mcompre- 
hensible Presence is shown, walkmg on those heights of His Holy 
Places which are perceived by the mmd * 

The mystic, as a rule, cannot wholly do without symbol and 
image, inadequate to his vision though they must always be • for 
his experience must be expressed if it is to be communicate d, and 
its actuality is inexpressible except in some side-long way, some 
hint or parallel which will stimulate the dormant intuition of the 
reader, and convey, as all poetic language does, something beyond 
its surface sense Hence the large part which is played in all 
mystical writings by symbolisiri and imagery, and also by that 
rhythmic and exalted language which induces in sensitive persons 
something of the languid ecstasy of dream The close connection 
between rhythm and heightened states of consciousness is as yet 
httle understood Its further mvestigation will probably throw 
much hght on ontological as well as psychological problems. 

I “Subxda del Monte Carnielo," 1 u. cap. xvi. 

* “De Mystica Theologia," i 3 . 
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Mystical, no less than musical and poetic perception, tends natur- 
ally — we know not why — to present itself m rhythmical periods 
a feature which is also strongly marked in writings obtained in 
the automatic state So constant is this law in some subjects that 
Baron von Hugel adopted the presence or absence of rhythm 
as a test whereby to distinguish the genuine utterances of St 
Catherine of Genoa from those wrongly attributed to her by 
successive editors of her legend * 

( All kinds of a 5 tml^lic language come naturally to the articulate 
mystic, who is often a literary artist as well so naturally, that he 
sometimes forgets to explain that his utterance is but symbolic — 
a desperate attempt to translate the truth of that world into the 
beauty of this It is here that mysticism joins hands with music 
and poetry had this fact always been recognized by its critics, 
they would have been saved from many regrettable and some 
ludicrous misconceptions') Symbol — the clothing which the 
spiritual borrows from the material plane — is a form of artistic 
exprcssionlThat is to say, it is not liteml but suggestive though 
the artist who uses it may sometimes lo^ sight of this distinction 
Hence the persons who imagine that the "Spiritual Marriage” of 
St. Catherme or St Teresa veils a perverted sexuality, that the 
vision of the Sacred Heart involved an mcredible anatomical 
experience, or that the divine mebriation of the Sufis is the 
apotheosis of drunkenness, do but advertise their ignorance of 
the mechanism of the arts like the lady who thought that Blake 
must be mad because he said that he had touched the sky with 
his finger.] 

Further, the study of the mystics, the keepmg company how- 
ever humbly with their minds, brings with it as music or poetry 
does — ^but in a far greater degree — a strange exhilaration, as if 
we were brought near to some mighty source of Being* were at 
last on the verge of the secret which all seek The symbols dis- 
played, the actual words employed, when we a*, ’j^se them, are 
not enough to account for such effect It is rather that these 
messages from the waking transcendental self of another, stir 
our own deeper selves in their sleep It were hardly an extravagance 
to say, that those writings which are the outcome of true and 

rst-hand mystical experience may be known by this power of 
'mpartmg to the reader the sense of exalted and extended life 
“All mystics,” says Saint-Martin, "speak the same language, for 
they come from the same country " The deep undying hfe within 
us came from that country too and it recognizes the accents of 
home, though it cannot always understand what they would say 

Now, returning to our original undertakmg, that of defining 
' Von Hugel, “The Mystical Element of Religion," vol i p 189. 
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if we can the characteristics of true mysticism, I thmk that we 
have akeady reached a point at which(Wilham James's cele- 
brated “four marks” of the mystic state, Ineffability, Noetic 
Quahty, Transiency, and Passivity,^ will fail to satisfy us In 
their place I propose to set out, illustrate and, I hope, justify four 
other rules or notes which may be applied as tests to any given 
case which claims to take rank amongst the mystics.^ 

>/i. True mysticism is active and practical, not passive and 
theoretical It is an organic life-process, a something which the 
whole self does , not something as to which its intellect holds an 
opinion. 

✓ 2 Its aims are wholly transcendental and spiritual It is in no 
way concerned with addmg to, exploring, re-arranging, or im- 
provmg anything in the visible universe The mystic brushes 
aside that universe, even m its supernormal manifestations. 
Though he does not, as his enemies declare, neglect his duty to 
the many, his heart is always set upon the changeless One 

✓ 3 This One is for the mystic, not merely the Reahty of all that 
IS, but also a hvmg and personal Object of Love , never an object 
of exploration It draws his whole being homeward, but always 
under the guidance of the heart 

✓ 4 Living union with this One — ^which is the term of his adven- 

ture — IS a definite state or form of enhanced life It is obtained 
neither from an intellectual reahzation of its dehghts, nor from the 
most acute emotional longings Though these must be present, 
they are not enough at by an arduous psychological 

and spiritual proces^^he so-called Mystic Way — ent ailing the 
complete remaking OF^character and the liberation of a new, or 
rather latent, form of consciousness, which imposes on the self 
the condition which is sometimes inaccurately called "ecstasy,” 
but IS better named the Unitive State 

Mysticism, then, is not an opimon it is not a philosophy It 
has nothing m common with the pursuit of occult knowledge On 
the one hand it is'not merely the power of contemplating Eternity . 
on the other, it is not to be identified with any kind of religious 
r'lpprprcc It IS the name of that organic process which involves 
the perfect con'^ummation of the Love of God the achievement 
here and now o|i the immortal heritage of man Or, if you hke it 
better — for this' means exactly the same thing — ^it is the art o\ 
estab lishing big | conscious relation with the Absolute ' 

The movempAit of the mystic consciousness towards this con- 
summation, IS (not merely the sudden admission to an overwhelm- 
mg vision of Ti Vth though such dazzling glimpses fnay from time 
to time be vouchsafed to the souti ^It is rather an ordered movement 
I ‘ [Varieties of Religious Expenence," p 380. 
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towards ever higher levels of reahtyuever closer identification 
with the Infinite “The mystic experiMce,” says Reccjac, “ends 
with the words, T live, yet not I, but God in me ’ This feeling of 
identification, which is the term of mystical activity, has a very 
important significance In its early stages the mystic consciousness 
feels the Absolute m opposition to the Self . . as mystic activity 
goes on, it tends to abohsh this opposition . . When it has 
reached its term the consciousness finds itself possessed by the 
sense of a Being at one and the same time greater than the Self 
and identical with it • great enough to be God, intimate enough to 
be me 

This IS that mystic union which is the only possible fulfilment 
of mystic love ; since 

"All that IS not One must ever 
Suffer with the wound of Absence, 

And whoever in Love’s city 
Enters, finds but room for One 
And but in One-ness, Umon "• 

The history of mysticism is the history of the demonstration 
of this law upon the plane of reahty 

Now, how do these statements square with the practice of the 
great mystics, and with the vanous forms of activity which have 
been classified at one time or another as mysticaP 
^ (i) Mysticism is practical, not theoretical. 

This statement, taken alone, is not, of course, enough to identify 
mysticism , smee it is equally true of magic, which also proposes 
to itself something to be done rather than something to be 
beheved ) It at once comes into collision, however, with the 
opinions of those who beheve mysticism to be “the reaction of 
the born Platonist upon religion ” 

The difference between such devout philosophers and the true 
mystic, IS the difference which George Tyrrell held to distinguish 
revelation from theology l^Mysticism, like revelation, is final and 
personal It is not merely a beautiful and suggestive diagram but 
experience in its most intense form That experience, m the v/ords 
of Plotinus, IS the soul's solitary adventure, "the fAt,iiL ‘A me 
Alone to the Alone y4 It provides the materialj the substance, 
upon which mystical philosophy cogitates , as theologians cogitate 
upon the revelation which forms the basis of faijth. (flence those 
whom we are to accept as mystics must have received, and acted 
upon, intuitions of a Truth which is for them abspute. If we are 

“I.CS Fondemenls de la Connaissance Mystique," y 45, 

» JAiul Quoted in “Jalalu 'd Din" (Wisdom oi the Eq&t Senes), p 25. 

3 “Through Scylla and Charybdis,” p 264 

4 Ennead vi. 9. 



THE CHARACTERISTICS OF MYSTICISM 83 

to acknowledge that they "knew the doctrine” they must have 
“lived the life” , submitted to the interior travail of the Mystic 
Way, not merely have reasoned about the mystical experiences of 
others. We could not well dispense with our Christian Platomsts 
and mystical philosophers They are our steppmg-stones to higher 
things; interpret to our dull minds, entangled in the sense-world, 
the ardent vision of those who speak to us from the dimension of 
Reahty. But they are no more mysticskhan the mile stones on 
the Dover Road are travellers to CalaislSometimes their words — 
the wistful words of those who knowmut cannot be — produce 
mystics ; as the sudden sight of a signpost pointing to the sea will 
rouse the spirit of adventure in a boy Also there are many instances 
of true mystics, such as Eckhart, who have philosophized upon 
their own experiences, greatly to the advantage of the world; 
and others — Plotmus is the most characteristic example-)-of 
Platonic philosophers who have passed far beyond the hmits of 
their own philosophy, and abandoned the making of diagrams for 
an experience, however imperfect, of the reality at which these 
diagrams hint It were more accurate to reverse the epigram above 
stated, and say, that Platonism is the reaction of the intellectualist 
upon mystical truth 

Over and over again the great mystics tell us, not how they 
speculated, but how they acted.(To them, the transition from the 
hfe of sense to the life of spirit is a formidable undertaking, which 
demands effort and constancy The paradoxical "quiet” of the 
contemplative is but the outward stillness essential to inward 
work Their favourite symbols are those of action battle, search, 
and pilgrimage.] 

"In aa obscure night 
Fevered with love’s anxiety 
(O hapless, happy plight') 

1 ii'cnt, none seeing me. 

Forth from my house, where all things quiet oe,"' 

said St John of the Cross, in his poem of the mystic quest 
"It became evident to me,” feays A 1 Ghazzali cf his own search 
for mystic truth, “that the Sufis are men of intuition and not men 
of words. I recognized that I had learnt all that can be learnt of 
Sufiism by study, and that the rest could not be learnt by study 
or by speech y* "Let no one suppose,” says the "Theologia 
Germanica,” “that w'e may attam to this true light and perfect 
knowledge ... by hearsay, or by reading and study, nor yet by 
high skiU and great learning ”3 "It is not enough,” says Gerlac 

' “En una Nocho Escura," Stanza I I quote from Arthur Symons's beautiful 
translation, which will be found in vol ii of his Collected Poems 
» SchmoldeiB, “les £coIes Philosophiques chez le^ Arabes,” p 55 
3 Cap. xix / 
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Petersen, "to know by estimation merely: but we must know by 
experience So Mechthild of Magdeburg says of her revelations, 
"T^e writing of this book was seen, heard, and experienced in 
every limb . I see it with the eyes of my soul, and hear it with 
the ears of my eternal spirit 

Those who suppose mystical experience to be merely a pleasing 
consciousness of the Divine in the world, a sense of the "otherness" 
of thmgs, a basking in the beams of the Uncreated Light, are 
only playing with Reality /True mystical achievement is the most 
complete and most diffi?:ult expression of life which is as yet 
' possible to man It is at once an act of love, an act of surrender, 

' and an act of supreme perception, ajrmity of experiences which 
' meets and satisfies the three activiti^ of the' self Religion might 
give us the first and metaphysics the third of these processes 
Only Mysticism can offer the middle term of the series, the essen- 
tial link which binds the three m oneV‘Secrets,"'says St Catherine 
of Siena, "are revealed to a fnend who has become one thing with 
his friend and not to a servant.”3 

( 2 ) Mysticism is an entirely Spiritual Activity. 

*^This rule provides us with a further hmitation, which of course 
excludes aU the practisers of magic and of magical religion even 
m their most exalted and least matenahstic forms %ks we shall 
see when we come to consider these persons, their object — not 
necessanly an illegitimate one — ^is to improve and elucidate the 
visible by help of the invisible • to use the supernormal powers of 
the self for the increase of power, virtue, happiness or knowledge’, 
The mystic never turns back on himself m this way, or tries to 
combine the advantages of two worlds.(At the term of his develop- 
ment he knows God by commimion, and this direct intuition of 
the Absolute kills all lesser cravmgs. He possesses God, and needs 
nothing more Though he will spend himself unceasingly for 
other men, become "an agent of the Eternal Goodness," he is 
destitute of supersensual ambitions and craves no occult knowledge 
or power ) Having his eyes set on eternity, his consciousness 
steeped in it, he can well afford to tolerate the entanglements of 
tune “His spirit,” says Tauler, "is as it were sunk and lost in the 
Abyss of the Deity, and loses the consciousness of aU creature- 
distinctions. All things are gathered together in one with the 
divme sweetness, and the man’s bemg is so penetrated with the 
divme substance that he loses himself therein, as a drop of water is 
lost in a cask of strong wme And thus the man’s spirit is so sunk 
in God in divme union, that he loses all sense of distinction . . . 


' “Ignitum cum Deo Sohloquium," cap xi 
* “Das Flies^nde Licht der Gottheit," pt. iv. cap, 13, 
3 Dialogo, cap lx. 
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and there remains a secret, still union, without cloud or colour 
(“I wish not,” said St Catherme of Genoa, "for anything that 
comes forth from Thee, but only for Thee, oh sweetest Lovel”®^ 
"Whatever share of this world,” says Rabi'a, "Thou dost bestow 
on me, bestow it on Thine enemies, and whatever share of the 
next world thou dost give me, give it to Thy friends Thou art 
enough for me '"3 "The Soul,” says Plotinus in one of his most 
profound passages, "having now arrived at the desired end, and 
participating of Deity, will know that tjie Supplier of true life is 
then present She will likewise tlien require nothing farther; for, 
on the contrary it will be requisite to lay aside other things, to 
stop in this alone, amputating everything else with which she is 
surrounded ”4 

,/(3) The business and method of Mysticism is Love 
Here is one of the distinctive notes of true mysticism ; marking 
it off from every other kind of transcendental theory and practice, 
and providing the answer to the question with which our last 
chapter closed f It is the eager, outgoing activity whose driving 
power IS generous love, not the absorbent, indrawmg activity 
which staves only for new knowledge, that is fruitful in the 
spiritual as well as in the physical world ) 

Having said this, however, we must add — as we did when 
speaking of the "heart” — that(the word Love as apphed to the 
mystics is to be understood m its deepest, fullest sense; as the 
ultimate expression of the self’s most vital tendencies, not as 
the superficial affection or emotion often dignified by this name. 
Mystic Love is a total dedication of the will , the deep-seated desire 
and tendency of the soul towards its Source It is a condition of 
humble access, a life-movement of the self ^ more direct in its 
methods, more valid in its results — even in the hands of the least 
lettered of its adepts — than the most piercing intellectual vision 
of the greatest philosophic mind Again and again the mystics insist 
upon this "For silence is not God, nor speaking is not God , fastmg 
is not God nor eating is not God, onlmess is not God nor company 
is not God, nor yet any of all the other two such quantities. He is 
hid between them, and may not be found by any work of thy 
soul, but all only by love of thme heart He may not be known by 
reason. He may not be gotten by thought, nor concluded by under- 
standing, but he may be loved and chosen with the true lovely 
will of thine heart. Such a blmd shot with the sharp dart of 
longing love may never fail of the prick, the which is God .”5 

‘ Tauler, Sermon for Septuagesima Sunday (Wmkworth's translation, p 253) 

’ Vita e Dottrina, cap vi 

3 M Smith, “Rabi'a the Mystic,” p 30 < Ennead vi 9 

5 “An Epistle of Discretion "This beautiful old English tract, probably by the 
author of “The Cloud of Unknowing," is printed by E Gardner, “The Cell of Self 
Knowledge," p 108 
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“ 'Come down quickly,' ” says the Incomprehensible Godhead 
to the soul that has struggled like Zacchaeus to the topmost 
branches of the theological tree, " ‘for I would dwell with you 
to-day ' And this hasty descent to which he is summoned by God 
IS simply a descent by love and desire in to that abyss of the God- 
head which the intellect cannot understand But where intelli- 
gence must rest without, love and desire can enter in 

Volumes of extracts might be compiled from the works of the 
mystics illustrative of t]iis rule, which is indeed their central 
prmciple. “Some there are,” says Plotinus, “that for all their effort 
have not attained the Vision, the soul in them has come to no 
sense of the splendour there. It has not taken warmth , it has not 
felt burning within itself the flame of love for what is there to 
know “Love,” says Rolle, “truly suffers not a loving soul to bide 
m itself, but ravishes it out to the Lover, that the soul is more there 
where it loves, than where the body is that lives and feels it " “Oh 
singul a r ]oy of love everlasting,” he says again, “that ravishes all 
his to heavens above all worlds, them binding with bands of 
virtue! Oh dear charity, m earth that has thee not is nought 
wrought , whatever it hath • He truly in thee that is busy, to ] oy above 
earthly is soon hfted • Thou makest men contemplative, heaven- 
gate thou openest, mouths of accusers thou dost shut, God thou 
makest to be seen and multitude of sins thou hidest. We praise 
thee, we preach thee, by thee the world we quickly overcome, by 
whom we joy and the heavenly ladder we ascend ”3 
i Love to the mystic, then, is («) the active, conative, expression 
of his will and desire for the Absolute; (6) his innate tendency to 
that Absolute, his spiritual weight. He is only thoroughly natural, 
thoroughly alive, when he is obeying its voice For him it is the 
source of joy, the secret of the universe, the vivifying principle 
of things. )In the words of Recejac, "Mysticism claims to be able 
to know the Unknowable without any help from dialectics, and 
believes that, by the way of love and will, it reaches a point to 
which thought alone is unable to attain ” Again, “It is the heart 
and never the reason which leads us to the Absolute ”4 Hence in 
St Catherine of .Siena’s exquisite allegory it is the feet of the soul’s 
affection which brings it first to the Bridge, "for the feet carry the 
body as affection carries the soul ”5 

The jewels of mystical hterature glow with this intimate and 
impassioned love of the Absolute , which transcends the dogmatic 
language m which it is clothed and becomes apphcable to mystics 
of every race and creed There is little difference m this between 
' Ruysbioeck, “De Omatu Spintalivin Nuptjarum,” 1 i cap xxvi 
’ Ennead, vi 9 3 “The Mending of Life,” cap. xi. 

4 “Fondements, de la Connaissance Mystique," p 7 

5 Dialogo, cap xxvi. 
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the extremes of Eastern and Western thought • between A Kempis 
the Chiislian and Jalalu 'd Dm the Moslem samt 

“How great a thing is Love, great above all other goods for 
alone it makes all that is heavy hght, and bears evenly aU that 
is uneven . . 

"Love would be aloft, nor will it be kept back by any lower 
thing Love would be free, and estranged from all worldly affection, 
that its mward sight be not hindered- that it may not be en- 
tangled by any temporal comfort, nor succumb to any tribulation. 

“Nought is sweeter than love, nought stronger, nought higher, 
nought wider- there is no more joyous, fuller, better thing in 
heaven or earth. For love is bom of God, and cannot rest save in 
God, above all created things. 

“The lover flies, runs, and, rejoices . he is free, and cannot be 
restrained He gives all for all, and has all in aU, for he rests m 
One Supreme above all, from whom all good flows and proceeds. 

"He looks not at the gift, but above all goods turns himself 
to the giver. 

“. . . He who loves knows the cry of this voice. For this burning 
affection of the soul is a loud cry m the ears of God when it saith 
‘My God, My Love, Thou art all mme, and I am all Thme.’ 

So much for the Christian Now for the Persian mystic. 

“While the thought of the Beloved fills our hearts 
All our work is to do Him service and spend life for Him. 
Wherever He kindles His destructive torch, 

Myriads of lovers’ souls are burnt therewith. 

The lovers who dwell within the sanctuary 

Are moths burnt with the torch of the Beloved's face, 

O heart, hasten thither' for God will shine upon you. 

And seem to you a sweet garden instead of a terror. 

He will infuse into your soul a new soul. 

So as to fill you. like a goblet, with wine 
Take up your abode in His Soul ' 

Take up your abode in heaven, oh bright full moon ' 

Like the heavenly Scribe, He will open your heart’s book. 

That he may reveal mysteries unto you ’’» 

WeU might Hilton say that "Perfect love maketh God and the 
soul to be as if they both together were but one thing,'’3 and 
Tauler that “the weU of life is love, and he who dwelleth not in 
love is dead ”4 

These, nevertheless, are objective and didactic utterances; 
though their substance may be — ^probably is — ^personal, their form 
IS not. But if we want to see what it really means to be “m love 

1 “De Imitatione Christi," 1 ii cap v 

’ Jalalu ‘d Dm (Wisdom of the East Senes], p yg 

3 Treatise to a Devout Man, cap viii 

4 Sermon for Thursday m Easter Week (Wmkworth’s translation, p. S94)- 
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with the Absolute,” — ^how intensely actual to the mystic is the 
Object of his passion, how far removed from the spheres of pious 
duty or philosophic speculation, how concrete, positive and 
dominant such a passion maj'’ be — ^we must study the hterature of 
autobiography, not that of poetry or exhortation I choose for this 
purpose, rather than the well-known self-analyses of St Augustine, 
St Teresa or Suso, which are accessible to every one, the more 
private confessions of that remarkable mystic Dame Gertrude 
More, contained in her "Spintual Exercises ” 

This nun, great-great-gVanddaughter of Sir Thomas More, and 
favourite pupil of the celebrated Benedictme contemplative, the 
Ven Augustine Baker, exhibits the romantic and personal side of 
mysticism more perfectly than even St Teresa, whose works were 
composed for her daughters’ edification She was an eager student 
of St Augustme, ‘‘my deere deere Saint,” as she calls him more 
than once He had evidently influenced her ’language, but her 
passion IS her own 

Remember that Gertrude More’s confessions represent the 
most secret conversations of her soul with God They were not 
meant for pubhcation, but, written for the most part on blank 
leaves in her breviary, were discovered and pubhshed after her 
death. “She called them,” says the title-page with touching 
simphcity, "Amor ordinem nesett. an Ideot’s Devotions Her only 
spinluM father and directour. Father Baker, styled them Cojifes- 
stones Amanits, A Lover’s Confessions Amans Deum amnia sub Deo 
despictt umversa, A soul that loveth God despiseth all things that 
be infenour unto God 

The spirit of her little book is summed up in two epigrams 
epigrams of which her contemporary, Crashaw, might have been 
proud^'To give all for love is a most sweet bargain ”* “0 let me 
love, or not hve i’'3 Love indeed was her hfe and she writes of it 
with a rapture which recalls at one moment the exuberant poetry 
of Jacopene da Todi, at another the love songs of the Ehzabethan 
poets 

"Never was there or can there be imagined such a Love, as is 
between an humble soul and thee Who can express what passeth 
between such a soul and thee? Verily neither man nor Angell is 
able to do it sufficiently . In thy prayse I am only happy, m 
which, my Joy, I will exult with aU that love thee For what can 
be a comfort while I live separated from thee, but only to remem- 
ber that my God, who is more myne than I am my owne, is abso- 
lutely and infinitely happy ? . . . Out of this true love between a 

* They were printed in 1658, “At Pans by Lewis de la Fosse in the Carme 
Street at the Signe of the l^ooking Glass," and have lately been republished 
I quote from the ongmal edition. 

> P 138 


s P. 181 
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soul and thee, there ariseth such a knowledge m the soul that it 
loatheth aU that is an impediment to her further proceeding m 
the Love of thee. 0 Love, Love, even by naimng thee, my soul 
loseth itself m thee Nothing can Satiate a reasonable soul, 
but only thou and having of thee, who art indeed aU, nothmg 
could be said to be wanting to her . Blessed are the cleane 0 / 
hart for they shall see God 0 sight to be wished, desired, and longed 
for; because once to have seen thee is to have learnt all things 
Nothmg can bring us to this sight but Jove. But what love must 
it be ? not a sensible love only, a childish love, a love which seeketh 
itself more than the beloved No, no, but it must be an ardent 
love, a pure love, a couradgious love, a love of charity, an humble 
love, and a constant love, not worn out with labours, not daunted 
with any difficulties . . . For that soul that hath set her whole love 
and desire on thee, can never find any true satisfaction, but only 
in thee 

Who wdl not see that we have here no hterary exercise, but the 
fruits of an experience of pecuhar intensity? It answers exactly 
to one of the best modern defimtions of mysticism as "in essence, 
the concentration of all the forces of the soul upon a supernatural 
Object, conceived and loved as a hving Person,''* “Love and desire," 
says the same critic, "are the fundamental necessities, and where 
they are absent man, even though he be a visionary, cannot be 
called a mystic.”3 Such a definition, of course, is not complete. 
It IS valuable however, because it emphasizes the fact that all true 
mysticism is rooted m personality, and is therefore fundamentally 
a science of the heart 

Attraction, desire, and union as the fulfilment of desire , this is 
the way Life works, in the highest as in the lowest thmgs The 
mystic's outlook, indeed, is the lover's outlook It has the same 
element of wildness, the same quality of selfless and quixotic 
devotion, the same combination of rapture and humihty: This 
parallel is more than a pretty fancy for(mystic and^lover, upon 
different planes, are alike responding to the call of tVie Spirit of 
Life 1 The language of human passion is tepid and msignificant 
beside the language in which the mystics try to tell the splendours 
of their love They force upon the unprejudiced reader the con- 
viction that they are dealing with an ardour far more burning 
for an Object far more real 

“This monk can give lessons to lovers'" exclaimed Arthur 
Symons in astonishment of St John of the Cross.4 It would be 
strange if he could not, since their finite passions aie but the feeble 
images of his infinite one, their beloved the imperfect s 5 nnbol of 

^ Op at , pp 9, 16, 25, 35, 138, 175. > Berger, “William Blake," p 72 

3 Ilnd , p 74 4 Contemporary Rev%ew, April, 1899 
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his First and only Fair "I saw Him and sought Him: I had 
Him and I wanted Him/' says Julian of Norwich, m a phrase 
which seems to sum up all the ecstasy and longmg of man's 
soul Only this mystic passion can lead us from our prison 
Its brother, the desire of knowledge, may enlarge and improve 
the premises to an extent as yet undreamed of . but it can never 
unlock the doors 

(4) Mysticism entails a definite Psychological Experience, 
i "That is to say, it shows ^tself not merely as an attitude of mind 
and heart, but as a form of organic life It is not only a theory of 
the intellect or a hunger, however passionate, of the heart. It 
involves the organizmg of the whole self, conscious and uncon- 
scious, under the spur of such a hunger a remakmg of the whole 
character on high levels m the mterests of the transcendental life 
'fhe mystics are emphatic m their statement that spiritual desires 
are useless unless they initiate this costly movement of the whole 
self towards the Real ^ 

Thus in the visions of Mechthild of Magdeburg, "The soul spake 
thus to her Desire, ‘Fare forth and see where my Love is Say to 
him that I desire to love ' So Desire sped forth, for she is quick of 
her nature, and came to the Empyrean and cried, ‘Great Lord, 
open and let me in'’ Then send the Householder of that place 
‘What means this fiery eagerness?’ Desire replied, ‘Lord I would 
have thee know that my lady can no longer bear to hve If Thou 
wouldst flow forth to her, then might she swim but the fish cannot 
long exist that is left stranded on the shore ’ 'Go back,’ said the 
Lord, ‘I will not let thee in unless thou bring to me that hungry 
soul, for it is in this alone that I take dehght ’ ’’* 

( We have said* that the full mystic consciousness is extended 
in two distinct directions So too there are two distinct sides to the 
full mystical experience (A) The vision or consciousness of Abso- 
lute Perfection (B) The inward transmutation to which that 
Vision compels the mystic, in order that he may be to some extent 
worthy of that which he has beheld; may take his place within the 
order of Reality He has seen the Perfect ; he wants to be perfect tooj 
The "third term,’’ the necessary bndge between the Absolute and 
the Self, can only, he feels, be moral and spiritual transcendence — 
in a word. Sanctity — for “the only means of attammg the Absolute 
lies in adapting ourselves to It ”3 The mored virtues are for him, 
then, the obligatory "ornaments of the Spiritual Marriage’’ as 
Ruysbroeck ca^ed them though far more than their presence is 
needed to bring' that marriage about. Unless this impulse for moral 
perfection be boVn in him, this travail of the inner life begun, he 

‘ “Dasl Fhessende Licht der Dottheit," pt m cap i. 

• SuprOf p 35' ’ Rficdjac, op cit , p 35. 
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IS no mystic though he may well be a visionary, a prophet, a 
"mystical” poet 

Moreover, this process of transmutation, this rebuilding of the 
self on higher levels, will involve the estabhshment within the 
field of consciousness, the mahing “central for hfe,” of those sub- 
conscious spintual perceptions which are the primary matenal of 
mystical experience The end and object of this “inward alchemy" 
will be the raising of the whole self to the condition in which 
conscious and permanent union with the Absolute takes place; 
and man, ascendmg to the summit of his manhood, enters mto that 
greater hfe for which he was made In its journey towards this 
union, the subject commonly passes through certain weU-marked 
phases, which constitute what is known as the “Mystic Way.” 
This statement rules out from the true mystic kingdom all merely 
sentimental and affective piety and visionary poetry, no less than 
mystical philosophy It brings us back to our first proposition — 
the concrete and practical nature of the mystical act 
(.More than the apprehension of God, then, more than the 
passion for the Absolute, is needed to make a mystic These must 
be combmed with an appropriate psychological make-up, with a 
nature capable of extraordinary concentration, an exalted moral 
emotion, a nervous organization of the artistic type. All these are 
necessary to the successful development of the mystic hfe process.^ 
In the experience of those mystics who have left us the records of 
their own lives, the successive stages of this life process are always 
traceable In the second part of this book, they wdl be found worked 
out at some length Rolle, Suso, St Teresa, and many others have 
left us valuable self-analyses for comparison and from them we 
see how arduous, how definite, and how far removed from mere 
emotional or intellectual activity, is that educational discipline 
by which “the eye which looks upon Eternity” is able to come 
to its own "One of the marks of the true mystic,” sajs Leuba — 
by no means a favourable witness — "is the tenacious apd heroic 
energy with which he pursues a definite moral ideal/’* "He is,” 
says Pacheu, "the pilgnm of an mward Odyssey Though we 
may be amazed and delighted by his adventures and discoveries 
on the way, to him the voyage and the end are aU "The road on 
which we enter is a royal road which leads to heaven,” says St. ' 
Teresa. "Is it strange that the conquest of such a treasure should . 
cost us rather dear? ”3 

It IS one of the many induect testimonies to the objective 
reahty of mysticism that the stages of this road, the psychology 

< Revue Pktlosophtque, July, 1902, 

> “Psychologie des Mystiques Chrttiens," p 14 . 

3 “Cammo de Perfeccion," cap, xxiii 
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of the spiritual ascent, as described to us by different schools of 
rontemplatives, always present practically the same sequence of 
states The "school for saints" has never found it necessary to 
bring its curriculum up to date The psycliologist finds little 
difficulty, for instance, in reconciling the "Degrees of Orison" 
described by St Teresa' — Recollection, Quiet, Union, Ecstasy, 
Rapt, the "Pam of God," and the Spiritual Marriage of the soul 
— with the four forms of contemplation enumerated by Hugh of 
St Victor, or the Sufi’s "Seven Stages” of the soul's ascent to 
God, which begin in adoration and end m spintual marriage' 
Though each wayfarer may choose different landmarks, it is clear 
from their comparison that the road is one 

(5) As a corollary to these four rules, it is perhaps well to 
reiterate the statement already made, that(7'r«^ Mysticism is 
never self-seeking'^ <It is not, as many think, the pursuit of super- 
natural ]oys, the satisfaction of a high ambition The mystic 
does not enter on his quest because he desires the happiness of the 
Beatific Vision, the ecstasy of union with the Absolute, or any 
other personal reward That noblest of all passions, the passion 
for perfection for Love’s sake, far outweighs the desire for trans- 
cendental satisfaction "j "O Love,” said St Catherine of Genoa, 
"I do not wish to follow thee for sake of these delights, but solely 
from the motive of true love "3 Those who do otherwise are only, 
m the plain words of St John of the Cross, "spiritual gluttons" 4 
or, in the milder metaphor here adopted, magicians of the more 
high-minded sort The true mystic claims no promises and makes 
no demands He goes because he must, as Galahad went towards 
the Grail knowing that for those who can live it, this alone is life 
He never rests in that search for God which he holds to be the 
fulfilment of his highest duty , yet he seeks without any certainty 
of success He holds with St Bernard that “He alone is God who 
can never be sought in vain not even when He cannot be found ”5 
With Mechthild of Magdeburg, he hears the Absolute saying in his 
soul, "O soul, before the world was I longed for thee and I still 
long for thee, and thou for Me Therefore, when our two desires 
unite. Love shall be fulfilled ’’* 

(, Like his type, the "devout lover" of romance, then, the mystic 
serves without , hope of reward By one of the many paradoxes 
of the spiritual hie, he obtains satisfaction because he does not 
seek it, completes his personahty because he gives it upV'Attam- 

‘ In “Ei Castillo Intenor " 

' See Pafaer, “Oriental Mysticism." pt v ch v 
3 Vita, p 

3 “Subida '(iel Monte Carmelo," 1 ii cap vii 

5 “De ConsWeratione," 1 v cap xi 

‘ “Das FlieS^sende Licht der Gottheit," pt vii cap. i6. 
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ment,” says Dionysius the Areopagite in words which are writ 
large on the annals ol Christian ecstasy, “comes only by means of 
this sincere, spontaneous, and entire surrender of yourself and 
all things Only with the annihilation of selfhood comes the fulfil- 

ment of love. Were the mystic asked the cause of his often extra- 
ordinary behaviour, his austere and steadfast quest, it is unlikely 
that his reply would contain any reference to sublime illumination 
or unspeakable delights It is more probable that he would answer 
in some such words as those of Jacob Boehme, "I am not come 
to this meaning, or to this work and knowledge through my own 
reason or through my own will and purpose , neither have I sought 
this knowledge, nor so much as to know anything concerning it 
I sought only for the heart of God, therein to hide myself 
(. "^^ether we live or whether we die,” said St. Paul, “we are 
the Lord’s 'j The mystic is a reahst, to whom these words convey 
not a dogma but an invitation an mvitation to the soul to attain 
that fullness of life for which she was made, to “lose herself m 
That which can be neither seen nor touched , giving herself entirely 
to this sovereign Object without belonging either to herself or to 
others , united to the Unknown by the most noble part of herself 
and because of her renouncement of knowledge, finally drawing 
from this absolute ignorance a knowledge which the understanding 
knows not how to attai‘n.”3 Mysticism, then, is seen as the "one 
way out” for the awakened spirit of man, healing that human 
incompleteness which is the ongm of our divine unrest ) “I am 
sure,” says Eckhart, “that if a soul knew the very least of all that 
Being means, it would never turn away from it ”4 The mystics 
have never turned away to do so would have seemed to them a 
self-destructive act Here, m this world of illusion, they say, we 
have no continuing city. This statement, to you a proposition, is 
to us the central fact of life “Therefore, it is necessary to hasten 
our departure from hence, and detach ourselves m so far as we 
may from the body to which we are fettered, in order that wdth 
the whole of our selves, we may fold ourselves about Divinity, 
and have no part void of contact wth Him ”5 
To sum up. Mysticism is seen to be a highly speciahzed form of 
that search for reahty, for heightened an^ j;ompleted life, which 
we have found to be a~cbnstMlrthafactenstic of human con- 
sciousness It is largely prosecuted by that “sp’ritual spark,” 
that transcendental faculty which, though the hie of our Me, 
remams below the threshold in ordmary men Emerging from its 

■ ‘ De Mystica Theologia," i i 

» “Aurora," English translation, 1764, p 237. 

3 Dionysius the Areopagite, “De Mysti^a Theologia,” 1. 3. 

4 “Mystische Schriften," p 137 

5 Plotinus, Eiinead vi 9 
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hiddenness in the mystic, it gradually becomes the dominant 
factor m his life ; subduing to its service, a nd enhancing by its 
savmg contact with reahty, those vital powers of love and will 
which we attribute to the heart, rather than tho^ of mere reason 
and perception, which we attribute to the head^nder the spur of 
this love and will, the whole personahty rises in the acts of con- 
templation and ecstasy to a level of consciousness at which it 
becomes aware of a new field of perception By this awareness, 
by this "loving sight,” it is stimulated to a new life in accordance 
with the Reahty which i^ has beheld. So strange and exalted is 
this life, that it never fails to provoke either the anger or the 
admiration of other men "If the great Christian mystics,” says 
Leuba, "could by some miracle be aU brought together in the 
same place, each in his habitual environment, there to live accord- 
ing to his manner, the world would soon perceive that they con- 
stitute one of the most amazing and profound variations of which 
the human race has yet been witness 
A discussion of mysticism, regarded as a form of human 
life, will therefore include two branches First the life pro- 
c ess of the mystic the remakmg of his personality, the method 
by which his peculiar consciousness of the Absolute is attained, 
and faculties which have been evolved to meet the requirements of 
the phenomenal, are enabled to do work on the transcendental, 
plane This is the "Mystic Way” in which the self passes through 
the states or stages of development which were codified by the 
Neoplatonists, and after them by the mediaeval mystics, as 
Purgation, Illumination, and Ecstasy Secondly, the content of 
the m ystical field of perception; the revelation under which the 
contem^tive becomes aware of the Absolute This will include 
a consideration of the so-called doctrines of mysticism: the 
attempts of the articulate mysticTo sketch for us the world into 
which he has looked, in language which is only adequate to the 
world in which the rest of us dwell Here the difficult question of 
symbolism, and of symbolic theology, comes in' a point upon 
which many promising expositions of the mystics have been 
wrecked It wdl be our business to strip off as far as may be the 
symbohe wrapping, and attempt a synthesis of these doctrines, 
to resolve the apparent contradictions of objective and subjective 
revelations, of the ways of negation and affirmation, emanation 
and immanence, surrender and deification, the Divmc Dark and 
the Inward Light, and finally to exhibit, if we can, the essential 
unity of that expeiience in which the human soul enters consciously 
into the Presence of God 
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Theology as used by the Mystics — ^Their conception of God — Emanation and 
Immanence — Emanation discussed — Dante — the Kabalists — ^Aquinas — Its psy- 
chological aspect — Immanence discussed — the basis of introversion — ^The 
“ground" of soul and universe — Emanation and Immanence compared — both 
accepted by the Mystics — Objections to this ansn ered — Emanation and the Mystic 
Way — Its reconciliation with Immanence — Both describe experience — are 
expressions of temperament — Mystical theology must include both — ^Theology 
IS the Mystic’s map— Sometimes but not always adequate — Christianity the b^t 
of such Maps — It combines the metaphysical and personal aspects of the Divme — 
reconciles Emanation and Immanence — ^provides a congenial atmosphere for the 
Mystic — explains his adventures — All Western mystics implicitly Christian— 
Blake — The dogma of the Trinity — ^Division of Persons essential to the desenp- 
tion of God — The indwelling and transcendent aspects of the Divme — St Teresa 
— her vision of the Trinity — Father. Word, Holy Spirit — ^Threefold division of 
Reality — Neoplatonic trmities — Lady Julian on the Trinity — Its psychological 
justification — Goodness, Truth, and Beauty — Tnnitarian doctrine and the 
Mystics — ^Ljght, Life, Love — ^The Incarnation — its mystic aspect — The Repairer 
— ^The Drama of Faith — The Eternal Birth of the Son — ^The new Birth in Man — 
Regeneration — Conclusion 

I N the last chapter we tried to estabhsh a distinction between 
the mystic who tastes supreme experience and the mystical 
philosopher who cogitates upon the data so obtained. We 
have now, however, to take account of the fact that( often the true 
mystic is also a mystical philosopher, though there are plenty of 
mystical philosophers who are not and could never be mystics ) 

( ^Because it is characteristic of the human self to reflect upon 
its experience, to use its percepts as material for the construction of 
^ concept, most mystics have made or accepted a theory of their 
own adventures Thus we have a mystical philosophy or theology — 
the comment of the intellect on the proceedings of spiritual 
intuition — ^running side by side with true or empirical mj^ticism : ' 
classifjnng its data, criticizing it, explaining it, and Jranslating^ 
its vision of the supersensible into symbols which are amenable 
to dialectic 

Such a philosophy is most usually founded upon the lormal 
creed which the individual mystic accepts It is character) ccic of 
him that in so far as his transcendental activities are healthy he 
is generally an acceptor and not a rejector c f such creeds (_The 
view which regards the mystic ; is a spiritv? anarchist receives 
little support from history, which shows J lagain and again, ; 
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the great mystics as faithful sons of the great religions Almost 
any religious system which fosters uneaurthly love is potentially a 
nursery for mystics and Christiamty, Islam, Brahmanism, and 
“Buddhism each receives its most sublime interpretation at their 
hands j Thus St Teresa interprets her ecstatic apprehension of the 
Godhead in strictly Catholic terms, and St John of the Cross 
contrives to harmonize his intense transcendentalism with incar- 
national and sacramental Christianity Thus Boehme believed to 
the last that his explorations of eternity were consistent with the 
teaching of the Lutheran Church The Sufis were good Moham- 
medans, Philo and the Kabahsts were orthodox Jews Plotinus 
even adapted — though with what difficulty ' — the relics of pagan- 
ism to his doctnne of the Real 

lAttempts, however, to limit mystical truth — the direct appre-i 
hension of the Divme Substance — ^by the formulse of any onei 
religion, are as futile as the attempt to identify a precious metal/ 
with the die which converts it into currefit com )The dies which 
the mystics have used are many Their peculiarities and excres- 
cences are always interesting and sometimes highly significant) 
Some give a far sharper, more coherent, impression than others 
But the gold from which this diverse comage is struck is always 
the same precious metal always the same Beatific Vision of a 
Goodness, Truth, and Beauty which is one Hence its substance 
must always be distinguished from the accidents under which we 
perceive it • for this substance has an absolute, and not a denomi- 
national, importance 

Nevertheless, if we are to understand the language of the 
mystics, it IS evident that we must know a little of accident as 
well as of substance that is to say, of the principal philosophies 
or religions which they have used m describing their adventures 
to the world ’,This being so, before we venture to apply ourselves 
to the exploration of theology proper, it will be well to consider the 
two extreme forms under which both mystics and theologians have 
been accustomed to conceive Divine Realuy that is to say, the 
so-called "emanation-theory” and "immanence-theory” of the 
transcendental world 

Emanation and Immanence are formidable words , which though 
perpetually tossed to and fro by amateurs of religious philosophy, 
have probably, as they stand, httle actuality for practical modern 
mon. They are, liowever, root-ideas for the maker of mystical 
diagTttms and his ’oest systems are but attempts towards their 
reconciliation Since the aim of every mystic is union with God, 
it IS obvious that thi* vital quest' m m his philosophy must be the 
place which this G' , the Absol te of his quest, occupies in the 
scheme Briefly, F ^as been conceived — or, it were better to^ay. 
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presented— by the great mystics under two appaim (3 coutJd- 
dictoiy modes ' 

(i) The opinion which is represented in its most exjtreme form 
by the theory of Emanations, declares His utter transcendence. 
Tins view appears early in the history of, Greek philosophy It is 
developed by Dionysius, by the Kabalistij ^^D ante anri is implied 
in the language of Rulman Merswm, ^is^hn of the Cross and 
many other Christian ecstatics.' • ' 

The sol ar sy stem is an almost ^'J%mbol of this concept 
of Reality; which finds at once its’r^^t'-J’gid and most beautiful 
expression in^ Dante 's “Paradfsd.y^TTie ^Absolute Godhead is 
conceived as removedlSy a viSF^^ice from •'he maicriai world 
of sense , the last or lowest gfihjj^ystem of dependent worlds qr 
states which, generated by or S^^^ting from the Unity or Central 
Sun, become less in spin ta mlj^y And splendour, greater in multi- 
plicity, the further the3^^^^ffifrom their source That Source — 
the Great Countenancea^^^^odhead — can never, say the Kaba- 
lists, be discerned by the Absolute of the Neoplatonists, 

the Unplumbed Abys s-^^ ^^ mysticism the Cloud of Unknowing 
wraps it from our by its "emanations” or manifested 

attributes can we a^^^Hfowledge of it. By the outflow of these 
same manifested a^gaap^nd powers the created umverse exists! 
dependmg in the on the latens Deltas Who is therefore 

connived as the world which He illuminates and 

St j Thomas virtual! 

tions when he allT 


S L Thomas virtu ally accepts the doctrin e of E mana- 
tio ns wh gajie all the perfections of Creatures descend 

in orderfrom GocJ, who is the height of perfection, man should 
begin from the Ibwer creatures and ascend by degrees, and so 
advance to the knowledge of God . And because in that roof 
and crown of all Things, God, we find the most perfect unity, and 
everything is more excellent the more thoroughly it 

IS one ; it foUoi^^^ffiAiversity and variety increase m things, the 
further they from Him who is the first principle of 

all ” Suso, wl^H|^^ptical system, like that of most Dommicans, 
IS entirely with Thomist philosophy, is really glossmg 

Aquinas wheaMH ^ fttes "The supreme and superessential Spirit 
has ennoblejMB^K^ illuminating him with a ray from the Eternal 
Godhead . from out the great ring which represents the 


^iUpglorid. di colui che tutto move 
1 per Tunivcrso penetra, e resplcnde 
1 in una parte piii e meno altrove" (Par i 1-3) 

The theoIogicaMgrQund-plan of the Cantica is epilomiyed in. this introductory 
erse 

* “Sumina Conbt^j Gentiles," 1 . iv, cap. 1, (Rickaby's translation) 
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to the elements of evil and imperfection in its own character and 
in the normal expenence of man Perimttmg these elements to 
dominate its field of consciousness, wholly ignoring the divine 
aspect of the World of Beconung, such a temperament constructs 
from its perceptions and prejudices the concept of a material world 
and a normal self which are very far from God 
C(2) Immanence At the opposite pole from this way of sketching 
Reality is the extreme theory of Immanence, which plays so large 
a part m modern theology To the holde^^s of this theory, who 
‘ commonly belong to James’s "healtHy minded" or optimistic 
class, the quest of the Absolute is no long journey, but a reahzation 
of something which is imphCit m the self and in the umverse • an 
opemng of the eyes of thei soul upon the Reality m which it is 
bathed For them earth is hterally "crammed with heaven.'J 
“Thou wert I, but dark was my heart, I knew not the secret 
transcendent,” says Tewekkul Beg, a Moslem mystic of the 
seventeenth century * This is always the cry of the temperament 
which leans to a theology of immanence, once its eyes are opened 
on the hght l^'God," says Plotmus, "is not external to anyone, but 
is present with all things, though they are ignorant that He is so.'’*J 
In other and older words, "The Spirit of God is withm you." The 
Absolute Whom all seek does not hold Himself aloof from an im- 
perfect material universe, but dwells within the flux of things: 
stands as it were at the very threshold of consciousness and knocks, 
awmting the self’s slow discovery of her treasures. “He is not far 
from any one of us, for in Him we hve and move and have our 
bemg,” IS the pure doctrine of Immanence, a doctrme whose 
teachers are drawn from amongst the souls which react more 
easily to the touch of the Divme than to the sense of ahenation 
and of sm, and are naturally inclmed to love rather than to awe. 
(^Unless safeguarded by limiting dogmas, the theory of Immanence, 
taken alone, is notoriously apt to degenerate mto pantheism, and 
into those extravagant perversions of the doctrine of “deification” 
m which the mystic holds his transfigured self to be identical with 
the Indwelhng God It is the philosophical basis of that practice of 
introversion, the turning inward of the soul’s faculties m con- 
templation, which has been the "method "of the great practical 
mystics of all creeds. That God, smce He is in all — a sense, ts 
all — may most easily be found within ourselves, is the doctrme 
of these adventurers,! who, denjnng or ignoring the existence of 
those intervening “worlds” or “planes” between the material 

' Quoted by W L Lilly, “Many Mansions," p 140 ’ Ennead vi 9 

3 Thus Aquinas says, “Since God is the universal cause of all Being, in whatever 
region Being can be found, there must be the Divine Presence" (“Summa Contra 
Gentries," 1 m cap Ixviu ) And we have seen that the whole claim of the mystics 
ulbmately depends on man's possession of pure bemg in “the spark of the soul " 
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world and the Absolute, which are postulated by the leory of 
Emanations J claim with Ruysbroeck that “by a simple introspec- 
tion in fruiiive love” they “meet God without intermediary."! 
They hear the Father of Lights "saying eternally, without inter- 
mediary or interruption, m the most secret part of the spirit, the 
one, unique, and abysmal Word 

This discover^' of a “divine” essence or substance, dwelling, as 
Ruysbroeck says, at the apex of man’s soul is that fundamental 
experience — found in some form or degree in aU genuine mystical 
rehgion — which provides Aie basis of the New Testament doctrine 
of the indwelling spirit It is, variously interpreted, the “spark of 
the soul” of Eckhart, the “ground” of Tauler, the Inward Light of 
the Quakers, the “Divine Principle” of some modem transcen- 
dentalists , the fount and source of all tme hfe At this point logical 
exposition fails mystic and theologian alike. A tangle of metaphors 
takes its place We are face to face with the “wonder of wonders” 
— that most real, yet most mysterious, of aU the experiences of 
religion, the union of human and divine, in a nameless something 
which is “great enough to be God, small enough to be me ” In 
the struggle to desenbe this experience, the “spark of the 
soul,” the point of juncture, is at one moment presented to us 
as the divine to which the self attains at another, as that 
transcendental aspect of the self which is in contact with God 
On either hypothesis, it is here that the mystic encounters 
Absolute Being Here is his guarantee of God’s immediate 
presence in the human heart , and, if in the human heart, then in 
that universe of which man’s soul resumes in mmiature the 
essential characteristics 

(According to the doctrme of Immanence, creation, the universe, 
could we see it as it is, would be perceived as the self-development, 
the self-revelation of this indwelhng Deity. The world is not 
projected from the Absolute, but immersed in God > “I under- 
stood,” says St Teresa, “how our Lord was in all thmgs, and how 
He was m the soul and the illustration of a sponge fiUed with 
water was suggested to me ”3 The world-process, then, is the slow 
coming to fruition of that Divme Spark which is latent alike in 
the Cosmos and in man "If,” says Boehme, "thou conceivest a 
small minute circle, as small as a gram of mustard seed, yet the 
Heart of God is wholly and perfectly therem and if thou art born 
m God, then there is m thyself (m the circle of thy hfe) the whole 

'■ “De Omatu Spintalium XupUarum," 1. u cap. Ixvu. 

I Op cit , 1 lu cap 1 

3 lielaccion ix lo But this image of a sponge, which also suggested itself to 
St Augustme, proved an occasion of stumbling to his more metaphysical mind' 
tending lo confuse his idea of the nature of God with the category of space. 
Vide Aug. Coni , bk. vu. cap v. 
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Heart cr Gtd undivided The idea of Immanence has seldom 
been more beautifully expressed. 

(It is worth noticing that both the theological doctrines of 
reahty which have been acceptable to the mystics implicitly 
declare, as science f oes, that the universe is not static but dynamic ; 
a World of Becomii g. According to the doctrine of Immanence 
this universe is free, s^lf-creative. The divme action floods it no 
part is more removed I’-om the Godhead than any other part 
"God,” says Eckhart, "is ,'earer to me than I am to myself, He is 
]ust as near to wood and stone, but they do not know it 
( These two apparently ccutradictory explanations of the 
Invisible have both been held, and that in their extreme form, 
by the mystics )who have found m both adequate, and indeed 
necessary, diagrams by which to suggest something of their rich 
experience of Reahty. 3 (Some of the least lettered and most 
inspired amongst them — ^for instance, St Catherine of Siena, 
Juhan of Norwich — and some of the mos*" learned, as Dionysius 
the Areopagite and Meister Eckhart, have .'ctually used in their 
rhapsodies language appropriate to both the theories of Emana- 
tion and of Immanence) (It would seem, then,' that both these 
theories convey a certain truth, and that it is the business of a 
sound mystical philosophy to reconcile them )It is too often for- 
gotten by quarrelsome partisans of a concrete turn of mmd that 
at best aU these transcendental theories are only symbols, methods, 
diagrams; feebly attemptmg the representation of an experience 
which in its fullness is always the same, and of vvhich the dominant 
charactenstic is meffabihty, (Hence they msL't with tiresome 
monotony that Dionysius must be wrong if Tau.er be right, that 
it is absurd to call yourself the Friend of God if unknowableness 
be that God's first attribute that Plato's Per.ect Beauty and 
St Catherine of Siena's Accepter of Sacrifices cani ot be the same 
that the "courteous and dear-worthy Lord” who said to Lady 
Julian, “My darhng, I am glad that thou art come to Me, in all 
thy woe I have ever been with thee,''4 rules out the formless and 
impersonal One of Plotinus,)the “triple circle” of Suso and Dante. 
^FmaUy, that if God be truly immanent in the material world, 
it IS either sin or folly to refuse that world in order that we may 
find Him^, and if introversion be right, a plan of the universe which 
postulates intervenmg planes between Absolute Bemg and the 
phenomenal world must be wrong. 

Now as regards the mystics, of whom we hold both these 

* “The Threefold Life of Man," cap vi § 71 

* Eckhart, Pred, Ixix So too we read in the Oxyrhyncus Pap}Ti, “Raise the 
stone and there thou shalt find Me Cleave the wood and there am i " 

3 Compare above, cap 11 

* “Revelations of Divine Love," cap xl. 
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doctrines, these ways of seeing truth — ^for what else ^s a doctrine 
but that? — it IS well to remind ouiselves that then leaching about 
the relation of the Absolute to the finite, of God to the phenomenal 
world, must be founded m the first mstance on what they know 
by experience of the relation between that Absolute and the 
individual self This expenence is the vahd part of mysticism, the 
thing which gives to it its unique importan-’.e amongst systems of 
thought, the only source of its knowlejge Ever 5 d;hmg else is 
really guessing aided by »analogy.(When therefore the mystic, 
applying to the universe what he knows to be true in respect of his 
own soul, describes Divine Perfection as very far removed from 
the material world, yet linked ivith it by a graduated series of 
''emanations'' — states or qualities which have each of them 
something of the godlike, though they be not God — ^he is tiymg 
to describe the necessary Ijte-process which he has himself passed 
through in the course of his purgation and spiritual ascent from 
the state of the “natmal man" to that other state of harmony 
with the spiritual imiverse, sometimes called "deification," in 
which he is able tr contemplate, and unite with, the divine. We 
have m the "Dn ma Commedia" a classic example of such a two - 
l fo ld visibn'df th e inner and the outer wo rlds :_f or D^^s journey 
u p and out to the Empyrean Heaven is reaUv an inward al chemy, 
an orderingmidrtransmutingdf his nat uireT a^ rging of his spnitual 
si ght tilF ^transcendmg aU derived beatitude — it can look for an 
instant on the Bern ; of God.) 

1 The mystic assumes — because he tends to assume an orderly 
basis for thmgs — that there is a relation, an analogy, between this 
microcosm of man’s self and the macrocosm of the world-self 
Hence his experience, the geography of the mdmdual quest, 
appears to him good evidence of the geography of the Invisible. 
Since he must .ranscend his natural hfe m order to attain con- 
sciousness of God, he conceives of God as essentially transcendent 
to the natural world ’)His description of that geography, however 
— of his path m a land where there is no time and space, no inner 
and no outer, up or down — will be conditioned by his tempera- 
ment, by his powers of observation, by the metaphor which comes 
most readily to his hand, above all by his theological education. 
(The so-called journey itself is a psychological and spiritual experi- 
ence the purging and preparation of the self, its movement to 
higher levels of consciousness, its unification with that more 
spiritual but normally unconscious self which is in touch with 
the transcendental order, and its gradual or abrupt entrance into 
union with the Real. Sometimes it seems to the self that this 
performance is a retreat inwards to that "ground of the soul” 
where, as St. Teresa says, “His Majesty awaits us" : sometimes 
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a going forth from the Conditioned to the Unconditioned, the 
"supernatural flight” of Plotinus and Dionysius the Areopagite 
Both are but images under which the self conceives the process 
of attaining conscious union with that God who is "at once 
immanent and transcendent m relation to the Soul which shares 
His life ”V' 

/.He has got to find God Sometimes his temperament causes him 
to lay most stress on the length of the search, sometimes the 
abrupt rapture which brings it to a close makes him forget that 
prehminary pilgrimage m which the soul is "not outward bound, 
but rather on a journey to its centre The habitations of the 
Interior Castle through which St Teresa leads us to that hidden 
chamber which is the sanctuary of the indwelling God the hier- 
archies of Dionysius, ascending from the selfless service of the 
angels, past the seraphs’ burning love, to the God enthroned above 
time and space the mystical paths of the Kabahstic Tree of Life, 
which lead from the material world of Malkuth through the uni- 
verses of action and thought, by Mercy, Justice and Beauty, to 
the Supernal Crown,* all these are different ways of describing 
this same pilgrimage 

(As every one is born a disciple of either Plato or Anstotle. so 
every human soul leans to one of these two ways of apprehending 
reality The artist, the poet, every one who looks with awe and 
rapture on created things, acknowledges in this act the Immanent 
God The ascetic, and that intellectual ascetic the metaphysician, 
turning from the created, denying the senses in order to find 
afar off the uncreated, unconditioned Source, is really — ^though 
often he knows it not — obeying that psychological law which 
produced the doctrine of Emanations ^ 

A good map then,(a good mystical philosophy, will leave room 
for both these ways of interpreting our experience It will mark 
the routes by which many different temperaments claim to have 
found their way to the same end ") It will acknowledge both the 
aspects under which the patna splendida Truth has appeared to 
its lovers the aspects which have called forth the theories of 
emanation and immanence and are enshrined in the Greek and 
Latin names of God Deiis, whose root means day, shining, the 
Transcendent Light, and Theos, whose true meaning is supreme 
desire or prayer — the Inward Love — do not contradict, but com- 
plete each other 'J'hey form, when taken together, an almost 
perfect definition of that Godhead which is the object of the 
mystic’s desire the Divine Love which, immanent in the soul, 
spurs on that soul to union with the transcendent and Absolute 

' Boyce Gibson, “God wiLh Us," p 24 

> See A E Waite, “The Doctrine and Literature of^the Kabalali," pp 36-53. 
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Light — at once the source, the goal, the hfe of created 
things. 

(.The true mystic — ^the person with a genius for God — ^hardly 
needs a map himself He steers a compass course across the "vast 
and stormy sea of the divine.” It is characteristic of his intel- 
lectual humility, however, that he is commonly willing to use the 
map of the community in which he finds himself, when it comes 
to showmg other people the route which he has pursued. Sometimes 
these maps have been adequate More, they have elucidated the 
obscure wanderings of the ‘explorer; helped him, given him land- 
marks; worked out right Time after time he puts his finger on 
some spot — some great hill of vision, some city of the soul — and 
says with conviction, "Here have I been ” At other times the 
maps have embarrassed him, have refused to fit in with his descrip- 
tion. Then he has tried, as Boehme did and after him Blake, to 
make new ones Such maps are often wild in drawing, because 
good draughtsmanship does not necessarily go with a talent for 
exploration Departing from the usual convention, they are hard — 
sometimes impossible — ^to understand. As a result, the orthodox 
have been forced to regard their makers as madmen or heretics ■ 
when they were really only practical men struggling to disclose 
great matters by imperfect means^ 

Without prejudice to individual beliefs, and without offering an 
opmion as to the exclusive truth of any one religious system or 
revelation — ^for here we are concerned neither with controversy 
nor with apologetics — ^we are bound to allow as a historical fact 
that mysticism, so far, has found its best map in Chnstianity 
Christian philosophy, especially that Neoplatonic theology which, 
takmg up and harmonizing all that was best in the spiritual 
intuitions of Greece, India, and Egypt, was developed by the 
great doctors of the early and mediaeval Church, supports and 
elucidates the revelations of the mdividual mystic as no other 
system of thought has been able to do. 

We owe to the great fathers of the first five centuries — to 
Clement of Alexandna and Irenaeus, Gregory of Nyssa and 
Augustine, above aU to Dionysius the Areopagite, the great 
Christian contemporary of Proclus — ^the preservation of that 
mighty system of scaffolding which enabled the Cathohc mystics 
to budd up the towers and bulwarks of the City of God. The 
pecuhar virtue of this Christian philosophy, that which marks its 
supenority to the more coldly self-consistent systems of Greece, 
IS the fact that it re-states the truths of metaphysics in terms of 
personahty . thus offermg a third term, a "living mediator ’’between 
the Unknowable God, tiie unconditioned Absolute, and the con- 
ditioned self. This was the priceless gift which the Wise Men 
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received m return for their gold, frankincense, and myrrh. This 
solves the puzzle which all explorers of the supersensible have 
sooner or later to face: come si conveitue V imago al cerchio,^ the 
reconciliation of Infinite and intimate, both knoim and felt, but 
neither understood Such a third term, such a steppmg-stone, 
was essential if m 5 ’sticism were ever to attain that active union, 
that fullness of life which is its object, and develop from a blind 
and egoistic rapture mto fruitful and self-forgetting love 
\Vhere non-Christian mystics, as a ryle, have made a forced 
choice between the two great dogmatic expressions of their 
experience, («) the long pilgrimage towards a transcendent and 
unconditioned Absolute, (6) the discovery of that Absolute m the 
“ground ’ or spintual principle of the self, it has been possible 
to Chnstianit}', by means of her central doctrine of the Tnmty.J 
to find room for both of them and to exhibit them as that which 
they are in fact — the complementary' parts of a whole Even 
Dionysius, the godfather of the emanation doctnne, combines 
with his scheme of descending hierarchies the dogma of an m- 
dweUmg God . and no writer is more constantly quoted by Meister 
Eckhart, tvho is generally considered to have preached immanence 
in its most extreme and pantheistic form 
Further, the Christian atmosphere is the one in which the 
individual mystic has most often been able to develop his genius 
in a sane and fruitful way, and an overwhelmmg majority of the 
great European contemplatives have been Chnstians of a strong, 
impassioned and personal type This alone would justify us m 
legarding it as embodying, at any rate in the West, the substance 
of the true tradition, providing the "path of least resistance” 
through which that tradition flows The very heretics of Clins- 
tianity have often owed their attraction almost wholly to the 
mystical element in their teachmgs The Gnostics, the FraticeUi, 
the Brethren of the Free Spint, the Quietists, the Quakers, are 
instances of this In others, it was to an excessive reliance on 
reason when dealmg with the suprarational, and a correspondmg 
absence of trust in mystical intuition that heresy was due Anus 
and Pelagius are heretics of this type 
The greatest mystics, however, have not been heretics but 
Catholic saints In Chnstianity the "natural mysticism” which, 
hke “natural religion," is latent in humamty, and at a certam 
pomt of development breaks out m every race, came to itself, and 
attributmg for the first time true and distinct personahty to its 
Object, brought mto focus the confused and unconditioned God 
w'hich Neoplatonism had constructed from the abstract concepts 
of philosophy blended with the intuitions of Indian cestatics, and 

» Par xxxui, 137 
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made the basis of its meditations on the Real It is a truism that 
the chief claim of Christian philosophy on our respect does not 
he in its exclusiveness but m its Catholicity in the fact that it 
finds truth in a hundred different systems, accepts and elucidates 
Greek, Jewish, and Indian thought, fuses them m a coherent 
theology, and says to speculative thinkers of every time and 
place, “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship. Him declare I 
unto you “ 

The voice of that Trufh which spoke once for aU on Calvary, 
and there declared the ground plan of the universe, was heard more 
or less perfectly by all the great seers, the intuitive leaders of men, 
the possessors of genius for the Real There are few of the Christian 
names of God which were not known to the teachers of antiquity 
To the Egyqitians He was the Saviour, to the Platonists the Good, 
Beautiful and True, to the Stoics the Father and Companion. 
The very words of the Fourth Gospel are anticipated by Cleanthes 
Heracleitus knew the Energizmg Fire of which St. Bonaventura 
and Mechthdd of Magdeburg speak. Countless mystics, from St. 
Augustine to St. John of the Cross, echo again and again the 
language of Plotinus. It is true that the differentia which maik 
off Christianity from all other rehgions are strange and poignant’ 
but these very differentia make of it the most perfect of settmgs 
for the mystic life Its note of close intimacy, of direct and personal 
contact with a spiritual reality given here and now — its astonishing 
combination of splendour and simphcity, of the sacramental and 
transcendent — all these things mmister to the needs of the 
mystical type 

Hence the Christian system, or some colourable imitation of it, 
has been found essential by almost all the great mystics of the 
West They adopt its nomenclature, explain their adventures by 
the help of its creed, identify their Absolute with the Christian 
God Amongst European mystics the most usually quoted excep- 
tion to this rule is Blake , yet it is curious to notice that the more 
inspired his utterance, the more passionately and dogmatically 
Chnstian even this hater of the Churches becomes — 

"We behold 

Where Death eternal is put oil eternally O Lamb 
Assume the dark satamc body m the Virgin’s womb ' 

O Lamb divine' it cannot thee annoy' O pitying One, 

Thy pity is from the foundation of the world, and thy Redemption 
Begins already m Eternity 

This IS the doctrine of the Incarnation m a nutshell here 
St. Thomas himself would find little to correct. Of the two follow- 
mg extracts from “Jerusalem,” the first is but a poet's gloss on 

i “Vala," vin. 237. 
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the Catholic's cry, "0 fehx culpa>’’ the second is an almost perfect 
epitome of Christian theology and ethics — 

" If I were pure, never could I taste the sweets 
Of the forgiveness of sins If I were holy, I never could behold the tears 
Of Love O Mercy I O divine Humanity' 

O Forgiveness, O Pity and Compassion' If I were pure I should never 
Have known Thee " 

"Wouldst thou love one who never died 
For thee, or ever die for one who had not died for thee ^ 

And if God dieth not for man, and giveth not Himself 
Eternally for Man, Man could not exist, for Man is Love 
As God IS Love Every kindness to another is a little death 
In the Divine Image, nor can Man exist but by brotherhood 

^Vhether the dogmas of Christianity be or be not accepted on the 
scientific and historical plane, then, those dogmas are necessary 
to an adequate description of mystical experience — at least, of 
the fully developed dynamic mysticism of the West. We must 
therefore be prepared in reading the works of the contemplatives 
for much strictly denominational language, and shall be wise if 
we preface the encounter by some consideration of this language, 
and of its real meaning for those who use and believe it. 

No one needs, I suppose, to be told that the two chief features 
of Christian schematic theology are the dogmas of the Trmity an d 
th e Incarnatio n. Tliey correlate and explain each other: formmg 
together, for~ the Christian, the "final key” to the riddle of the 
world The history of practical and institutional Christianity is 
the history of the attempt to exhibit their meanmg in space and 
time. The history of mystical philosophy is the history — still 
incomplete — of the demonstration of their meanmg m eternity 

Some form of Trinitarian dogma is found to be essential, as a 
method of describing observed facts, the moment that mysticism 
begms either {a) to analyse its own psychological conditions, or 
(6) to philosophize upon its mtuitive experience of God It must, 
that IS to say, divide the aspects under which it knows the God- 
head, if it IS to deal with them m a fruitful or comprehensible way. 
The Unconditioned One, which is, for Neoplatonic and Catholic 
mystic alike, the final object of their quest, cannot of itself satisfy 
the deepest instmcts of humanity for man is aware that diversity 
m unity is a necessary condition if perfection of character is to be 
expressed Though the idea of umty alone may serve to define the 
End — and though the mystics return to it again and again as a 
rehef from that "heresy of multiplicity” by which they are op- 
pressed — it cannot by itself be adequate to the description of 
the All. 


> “Jerusalem," Ixi. 44 and xcv S3. 
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The first question, then, must be — How many of such aspects 
are necessary to a satisfactory preseiitmeiiL of the mystic’s posi- 
tion ? How many faces of Reahty does he see ? We observe that 
his experience involves at least a twofold apprehension (a) That 
Holy Spirit within, that Divme Life by which his own life is 
transfused and upheld, and of which he becomes increasingly 
conscious as his education proceeds (6) That Transcendent Spirit 
without, the “Absolute," towards union with which the indwelling 
and increasingly dominant spirit of love presses the developing 
soul In his ecstasy, it seems to the mystic that these two experi- 
ences of God become one But m the attempt to philosophize on his 
experiences he is bound to separate them Over and over again 
the mystics and their critics acknowledge, explicitly or implicitly, 
the necessity of this discrimination for human thought 

Thus even the rigid monotheism of Israel and Islam cannot, in 
the hands of the Kabahsts and the Sufis, get away from an 
essential dualism m the mystical experience. According to the 
Zohar "God is considered as immanent in all that has been created 
or emanated, and yet is transcendent to aU So too the Sufis. 
God, they say, is to be contemplated {a) outwardly in the imperfect 
beauties of the earth , (6) inwardly, by meditation Further, since 
He is One, and in all things, “to conceive one’s self as separate 
from God is an error , yet only when one sees oneself as separate 
from God, can one reach out to God.”- 

Thus Delacroix, speaking purely as a psychologist, and denying 
to the mystical revelation — ^which he attributes exclusively to the 
normal content of the subhmmal mind — any transcendental 
value, writes with entire approval of St Teresa, that she “set up 
externally to herself the definite God of the Bible, at the same time 
as she set up within her soul the confused God of the Pseudo- 
Areopagite. the One of Neoplatonism. The first is her guarantee 
of the orthodoxy of the second, and prevents her from losing her- 
self m an indistinction which is non-Christian The confused God 
within IS highly dangerous ... St Teresa knew how to avoid this 
peril, and, served by her rich subconscious life, by the exaltation 
of her mental images, by her faculty of self-division on the one 
hand, on the other by her rare powers of unification, she realized 
simultaneously a double state m which the two Gods [i e , the 
two ways of apprehending God, transcendence and immanence] 
were guarantees of each other, mutually consolidating and 
ennehmg one another such is the intellectual vision of the Trinity 
m the Seventh Habitation ”3 

' A E Waite, “The Doctrine and Literature of the Kabalah," p 35 

• Palmer, “Oriental Mysticism,” pt 1 cap 1 

3 Delacroix, “fitudessurle Mysticisme," p 75 The leference in the last sentence 
IS to St Teresa’s “Castillo Interior " 
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It is probable that St. Teresa, confronted by this astonishing 
analysis, would have objected that her Trinity, unlike that of her 
eulogist, consisted of three and not two Persons His language 
concerning confused interior and orthodox exterior Gods would 
certainly have appeared to her delicate and honest mind both 
clumsy and untrue nor could she have allowed that the Uncon- 
ditioned One of the Neoplatonists was an adequate description of 
the strictly personal Divine Majesty, Whom she found enthroned 
m the inmost sanctuary of the Castle of the Soul What St. Teresa 
really did was to actualize in her own experience, apprehend in 
the “ground of her soul” by means of her extraordinarily developed 
transcendental perceptions, the three distinct and personal Aspects 
of the Godhead which are acknowledged by the Christian rehgion. 

First, the Father, pure transcendent Being, creative Source 
and Origin of all that Is the Unconditioned and Unknowable One 
of the Neoplatonists Who is “neither This nor That" and must be 
conceived, pace M. Delacroix, as utterly transcendent to the 
subject rather than “set up withm the soul ” 

Secondly, in the Person of Christ, St Teresa isolated and dis- 
tinguished the Logos or Creative Word ; the expression, or outbirth, 
of the Father’s thought Here is the point at which the Divme 
Substance first becomes apprehensible by the spirit of man; that 
mediating principle “raised up between heaven and earth" which 
IS at once the Mirror of Pure Bemg and the Light of a finite world. 
The Second Person of the Christian Trinity is for the believer not 
only the brightness or express image of Deity, but also the personal, 
mexhaustible, and responsive Fount of all life and Object of all 
love: Who, because of His taking up (in the Incarnation) of 
humanity into the Godhead, has become the Bridge between finite 
and infinite, between the individual and the Absolute Life, 
and hence in mystic language the “true Bndegroom" of every 
human soul 

Thirdly, she recognized within herself the germ of that Absolute 
Life, the mdweUmg Spirit which is the source of man’s transcen- 
dental consciousness and his link with the Being of God That is to 
say, the Holy Spirit of Divine Love, the Real Desirous seekmg for 
the Real Desired, without Whose presence any knowledge of or 
communion with God on man’s part would be inconceivable. 

In the supreme Vision of the Trinity which was vo uc hsafed to 
S t Teres aTin the Sevehfh^HaBifafibn of”the soul, these th ree 
aspects became lusedlnTUne'TnTlie'aeepest recesses of her s^it, 
m tEat abyss iSllEre~SElfhoo'd“ceases to have meaning, and the 
individual soul touches the life of the All, distmction vanished 
and she “saw God in a point " Such an experience, such an intM- 
tion of simple and undifferentiated Godhead — the Unity — ^beyo’ 
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those three centres of Divine Consciousness which we call the 
Trinity of Persons, is highly charactenstic of mysticism The 
German mystics — temperamentally miles asunder from St Teresa 
— described it as the attainment of the "still wilderness” or "lonely 
desert of Deity” the liimtless Divme Abyss, impersonal, inde- 
scribable, for ever hid m the Cloud of Unknowmg, and yet the 
true Country of the Soul * 

These statements, which appear when thus laid down to be 
hopelessly academic, violently divorced from hfe, were not for 
St Teresa or any other Christian mystic abstract propositions, 
but attempts towards the description of first-hand experience 

"By some mysterious manifestation of the truth,” she says, "the 
three Persons of the most Blessed Trmity reveal themselves, 
preceded by an lUummation which shmes on the spirit like a most 
dazzling cloud of hght. The three Persons are distmct from one 
another, a subhme knowledge is infused into the soul, imbuing it 
with a certainty of the truth that the Three are of one substance, 
power, and knowledge, and are one God Thus that which we hold 
as a doctrine of faith, the soul now, so to speak, understands by 
sight, though it beholds the Blessed Trmity neither by the eyes 
of the body nor of the soul, this being no imaginary vision All the 
Three Persons here communicate Themselves to the soul, speak 
to it, and make it understand the words of our Lord m the Gospel, 
that He and the Father and the Holy Ghost will come and make 
their abode with the soul which loves Him and keeps His com- 
mandments 

0 my God, how different from merely hearing and behevmg 
these words is it to reahze their truth in this way ' Day by day a 
growmg astonishment takes possession of this soul, for the three 
Persons of the Blessed Trmity seem never to depart, that They 
dwell far withm its own centre and depths, though for want of 
learning it cannot describe how, it is conscious of the indwelling 
of these divine Companions 

Mystical writers constantly remind us that hfe as perceived by 
the human mmds shows an mveterate tendency to arrange itself 
m triads that if they proclaim the number Three m the heavens, 
they can also point to it as dommatmg everywhere upon the earth. 
Here Christianity did but give form to a deep mstmet of the 
, human mind • an mstmet which made Pyt hago r as call T hree the 
' numbe r of God, because begmnmg, middle, and end were con- 
itain ed TKerem . Ifiusrtp-Hmdu thought ’fK&Absoiute'GbdheacT was 
unknowable, but He disclosed three f aces to m an — Brahma the 

^ See Tauler, Sermon on St John Baptist, and Third Instruction (“ The limei 
Way/’ pp 97 and 321), Suso, “Buchlein von der Wahrheit/’ cap v , Ruysbroeck, 
'*De Ornatu Spintahum Nuptianim/' 1 m caps u and vi 

* St Teresa, “El Castillo Interior,” Moradas S^tunas, cap, i. 



MYSTICISM AND THEOLOGY 


III 


Creator, Shiva the Destroyer, Krishna the Repairer — and these 
three were One So too the Neoplatonists distinguished three 
worlds; the Sensible or Phenomenal, the Rational or Intellectual, h 
the Intelhgible or Spiritual, and three aspects of God — ^the Un-I| 
conditioned Absolute, the Logos or Artificer, and the divine 
Essence or Soul of the World which is both absolute and created. 
Perhaps we have m such triads a first sketch of the Christian 
Trmity; though falling far short of the requirements of man’s 
spiritual experience The dry bones await the breath of more 
abundant hfe Corresponding with this (iiagram of God’s nature, 
the Platonists see also three grades of beauty, the Corporeal, the 
Spintual, and the Divine. 

Man, that "thing of threes,” of body, soul and spirit, of under- 
standmg, memory and will, follows m his path towards unity the 
Threefold Way. for "our soul,” says Lady Julian, "is made-trinity 
hke to the unmade bhssful Trinity, known and loved from without 
begmnmg, and in the making oned to the Maker We still tend 
to analyse our psychic life mto emotional, vohtional, and mtel- 
lectual elements. Even the Subject and Object imphed m every 
experience required a third term, the relation between them, with- 
out which no thought can be complete Thus the very prmciple of 
analogy imposes upon man a Trmitanan definition of Reality as 
the one with which his mind is best able to cope * It is easy for 
the hurried rationahst to demonstrate the absurdity of this fact, 
but he wiU find it a very different matter when it comes to dis- 
provmg it 

"I could wish,” says St. Augustme, "that men would consider 
these three things that are in themselves . To Be, to Know, and 
to Wdl. For I am, and I know, and I will, I am knowmg and 
wilhng, and I know myself to be and to will, and I will to be and 
to know In these three therefore let him who can, see how insepar- 
able a hfe there is — even one life, one mmd one essence finally, 
how inseparable is the distinction, and yet a distmction Surely a 
man hath it before him • let him look into himself and see and tell 
me But when he discovers and can see anythmg of these, let him 
not think that he has discovered that which is above these Un- 
changeable: which Is unchangeably and Knows unchangeably 
and WiUs unchangeably ”3 

In a well-known passage, Juhan of Norwich tells us how she 

• JuUan of Norwich, “Revelations of Divine Love,” cap Iv Julian here repeats 
a familiar Fatnstic doctrine So St Thomas says ("Summa Contra Gentiles," 

1 iv cap xxvi), “A hkeness of the Divine Tnnity is observable in the human 
mmd " 

• “The three Persons of the Trmity," said John Scotus Engeiia, “are less modes 
of the Divme Substance than modes under which our mind conceives the Divine 
Substance” — a stimulatmg statement of dubious orthodoxy, 

3 Aug Conf , bk. xiii cap xi 
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saw the Trinity of the Divine Nature shining in the phenomenal 
as well as in the spiritual world "He showed me,” she says, “a 
httle thing, the quantity of an hazel nut, in the palm of my hand, 
and it was as round as a ball. I looked thereupon with the eye of 
my understanding, and thought. What may this be> And it was 
answered generally thus : It is all that is made . . In this Little 

Thmg I saw three properties. The first is that God made it, the 
second is that God loveth it, the third is that God keepeth it. But 
what IS to me verily the Maker, the Keeper, and the Lover, I 
cannot tell.”i 

Julian, a simple and deeply human Enghshwoman of middle 
age dwelling alone in her churchyard cell, might well be called the 
poet of the Trmity. She treats this austere and subtle dogma — 
of which the mediaeval mystics write with a passion httle under- 
stood by those who look upon it as "orthodoxy reduced to mathe- 
matics” — ^with an intimacy and vigour which carry with them a 
conviction of her own direct and personal apprehension of the 
theological truth she struggles to describe "I beheld,” she says of 
a vision which is close to that of St Teresa m the "Seventh Habita- 
tion of the Soul,” and more lucidly if less splendidly expressed, 
"the working of all the blessed Trmity: m which beholding, I saw 
and understood these three properties the property of the Father- 
hood, the property of the Motherhood, and the property of the 
Lordhood, in one God In our Father Almighty we have our keep- 
ing and our bliss as anent our natural Substance,* which is to us 
by our making, without begmmng. And in the Second Person in 
wit and wisdom we have our keepmg as anent our Sense-soul 
our restoring and our saving; for He is our Mother, Brother, and 
Saviour. And in our good Lord, the Holy Ghost, we have our 
rewarding and our meed-givmg for our living and our travail, and 
endless overpassmg of all that we desire, m His marvellous courtesy 
of His high plenteous grace For all our life is in three in the first 
we have our Being, m the second we have our Increasing, and 
in the third we have our Fulfillmg, the first is Nature, the second 
is Mercy, and the third is Grace 3 The high Might of the Trinity 
IS our Father, and the deep Wisdom of the Trinity is our Mothei, 
and the great Love of the Trmity is our Lord and all this W'e have 
m Nature and m our Substantial Making ”4 

Again, in a passage of exquisite tenderness, "As verily as God 

I Op cit , cap V 

> Substance is here, of course, to be understood in the scholastic sense, as the 
reality which underlies merely phenomenal existence 

3 / e , the Second Person of the Christian Trinity is the redemptive, “fount of 
mercy," the medium by which Grace, the free gift of tianscendental life, reaches 
and vivifies human nature “permeate it," in Eucken's words, “with the Infinite 
and Eternal" (“Der Sinn und Wert dea Lebens," p i8l) 

4 “lievelatioiis of Divine Love,” cap iviii 
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is our Father, so venly God is our Mother; and that shewed He in 
all [her revelations] and especially in these sweet words where He 
saith: lit am. That is to say, I it am, the Might and, the Goodness 
of the Fatherhood, I it am, the Wisdom of the Motherhood; I it am, 
the Light and the Grace that is all blessed Love. I it am, Uie Trinity, I 
it am, the Unity: I am the sovereign Goodness of all manner of 
tMngs. I am that maketh thee to love I am that maketh thee to long: 
I it am, the endless fulfilling of all true desires.”^ 

So Christopher Hervey — 

"The whole world round is not enough to fill 
The heart’s three corneis, but it cravcth still. 

Only the Tnnity that made it can 
Suffice the vast tnangled heart of Man 


Any attempt towards a definition of God which docs not account 
for and acknowledge these three aspects is found in experience to 
be incomplete. They provide objectives for the heart, the intellect, 
and the for they offer to the Self material for its highest love, 
its deepest thought, its act of supreme vohtion Under the famihar 
Platonic terms of Goodness, Truth, and Beauty, they represent 
the divine source and end of Ethics, Science, and Art, the three 
supreme activities of man Thus the ideals of artist, student, and 
philanthropist, who all seek under different modes the same 
reality, are gathered up in the mystic's One , as the pilgrimage of ^ 
the three kings ended m the finding of one Star. 

“What IS God?’’ says St Bernard. “Length, breadth, height, 
and depth. ’What,’ you say, 'you do after all profess to believe 
in the fourfold Godhead which was an abomination to you?’ Not 
in the least . God is designated One to suit our comprehension, 
not to describe his character His character is capable of division. He 
Himself is not The words are different, the paths arc many, but one 
thing IS signified, the paths lead to one Person ’’3 

All possible ways of conceivmg this One Person m His hving 
nchness are found in the end to range themselves under three 
heads He is “above aU and through aU and m you all,’’4 said 
St. Paul, anticipating the Councils in a flash of mystic mtuition, 
and giving to the infant Church the shortest and most perfect 
definition of its Triune God Being, which is above all, mamfests 
itself as Becommg, as the dynamic omnipresent Word of Life. The 
Divine Love immanent in the heart and in the world comes forth 
from, and returns to, the Absolute One “Thou, my God, who art 


■ op ctl , cap lix 

» “The School of the Heart," Epigram x This liook, which is a Iree tn 
tion of the “Scola Cordis" of Benedict Haefteii (1635), is often, but wiongl; 
attributed to Francis Quarles 

3 “De Consideratione," bk v cap vin. 

4 Ephesians iv 6 . 
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Love,” says Nicolas of Cusa, “art Love that loveth, and Love 
that IS loveable, and I^ove that is the bond between these twain ”1 
Thus IS completed "the Eternal Circle from Goodness, through 
Goodness, to Goodness " It is true that to these fundamental 
aspects of the perceived Godhead — ^that Being, Becoming, and 
Desire whereto the worlds keep time — the mystics have given many 
and various names, for they have something of the freedom of 
true intimates in treatmg of the Reahty which they love In 
particular, those S 5 mibols of the Absolute which are drawn from 
the great and formless forces of the universe, rather than from 
the orthodox but necessarily anthropomorphic imagery of human 
relationship, have always appealed to them Their intense appre- 
hension of Spirit seems to find freer and more adequate expres- 
sion in such terms, than m those m which the notion of space is 
involved, or which suggest a concrete picture to the mmd. Though 
they know as well as the philosophers that "there must alwa}-s 
be something symbohc in our way of expressing the spiritual life,” 
since "that unfathomable infimte whose spiritual character is 
first recognized m our human experience, can never reveal itself 
fully and freely under the limitations of our earthly existence”, ^ 
yet they ever seek, like the artists they are, some new and vital 
image which is not yet part of the debased currency of formal 
rehgion, and conserves its origmal power of stinging the imagina- 
tion to more vivid life. 

Thus "the Kingdom of Heaven,” says Law, "stands in this 
threefold life, where three are one, because it is a manifestation 
of the Deity, which is Three and One; the Father has His distinct 
manifestation in the Fire, which is always generating the Light , 
the Son has His distinct manifestation in the Light, which is 
always generated from the Fire, the Holy Ghost has His mani- 
festation in the Spirit, that always proceeds from both, and is 
always united with them It is this eternal unbeginning Trinity 
in Unity of Fire, Light, and Spirit, that constitutes Eternal Nature, 
the Kingdom of Heaven, the heavenly Jerusalem, the Divine Life, 
the Beatific Visibility, the majestic Glory and Presence of God. 
Through this Kingdom of Heaven, or Eternal Nature, is the 
mvisible God, the incomprehensible Trinity, eternally breaking 
forth and mamfesting itself in a boundless height and depth of 
blissful wonders, opening and displaying itself to aU its creatures 
as m an mfinite variation and endless multiplicity of its powers, 
beauties, joys, and glories. ”3 

' "De Visione Dei,” cap xvii 

“ Eucken, “Der Sinn untl Wert des Lebens,” p 131 

3 ‘‘An Appeal to All who Doubt" (“Liberal and Mystical Writings of William 
Law," p 54) Law’s symbols are here borrowed from the system of his master, 
Jacob Boehme. (Sec the “De Signatura Rerum" of Boehme, cap. jav.) 
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f Perhaps an easier, better, more beautiful example of these 
abstract symbols of the Trinity than Law’s Fire, Light, and Spirit 
is that of Light, Life, and Love: a threefold picture of the Real 
which is constantly dwelt upon and elaborated by the Christian 
mystics Transcendent Light, intangible but unescapeable, ever 
emanating Its splendour through the Universe indwclhng, un- 
resting, and energizing Life* desirous and directive Love — these 
are cardinal aspects of Reahty to which they return again and 
again m their efforts to find words which^wiU express somethmg of 
the inexpressible truth.) 

(а) Light, meffable and uncreated, the perfect s3mibol of pure 
undifferentiated Being: above the intellect, as St Augustine 
reminds us, but known to him who loves ' This Uncreated Light 
is the “deep yet dazzling darkness” of the Dionysian school, 
"dark from its surpassing brightness . as the shining of the sun 
on his course is as darkness to weak eyes It is St Hildegarde’s 
lux vivens, Dante’s somma luce, wherein he saw multiplicity in 
umty, the ingathered leaves of aU the universes, the Eternal 
Father, or Fount of Things. “For well we know," says Ruysbroeck, 
"that the bosom of the Father is our ground and origin, wherein 
our life and being is begun 

(б) Life, the Son, hidden Steersman of the Universe ; the Logos, 
Fire, or cosmic Soul of Things. This out-birth or Concept of the 
Father’s Mind, which He possesses within Himself, as Battista 
Vernazza was told in her ecsteisy,? is that Word of Creation which, 
since It is alive and infinite, no formula can contain the Word 
eternally "spoken” or generated by the Transcendent Light. "This 
IS why,” says Ruysbroeck again, "all that lives in the Father un- 
mamfested in the Unity, is also in the Son actively poured forth 
in manifestation ”* This hfe, then, is the flawless expression or 
character of the Father, Saptentta Pains. It is at once the personal 
and adorable comrade of the mystic’s adventure and the inmost 
principle, the sustaining power, of a dynamic universe, for that 
which mteUect defines as the Logos or Creative Spint, contem- 
plative love knows as Wonderful, Counsellor, and Prince of Peace. 

Since Christ, for the Christian philosopher, ts Divine Life Itself 
— the drama of Chnstianity expressing this fact and its implica- 
tions “m a point” — ^it follows that His active spirit is to be dis- 
cerned, not symbolically, but m the most ventable sense, in the 
ecstatic and aboundmg life of the world In the rapturous vitality 

' Aug Conf , bk vii cap x 

* Tauler, 3rd Instruction (“The Inner Way," p 324) 

3 Par xxxiii 67, 85 

4 “De Omatu Spiritalium Nuptiarum," 1 lu cap 111 

3 Von Hugel, “The Mystical Element of Religion," vol. 1 p 357. 

‘ Ruysbroeck, op. cit , loc c\t. 
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of the birds, in their splendid glancing flight: in the swelling of 
buds and the sacnficial beauty of the flowers: in the great and 
solemn rhythms of the sea — there is somewhat of Bethlehem in 
aU these thmgs, somewhat too of Calvary in their self-giving pains 
It was this re-discovery of Nature’s Christliness which Blake 
desired so passionately when he sang — 

"I will not cease from mental fight, 

Nor shall my sword sleep m my hand. 

Till we haiu built Jerusalem 

In England’s green and pleasant land " 

Here then it is, on this pinnacle of faith, at the utmost boundaries 
of human speech, that mystical theology suddenly shows herself— 
not as the puzzle-headed constructor of impossible creeds, but 
as acceptmg and transmuting to a more radiant life those two 
profound but apparently contradictory metaphysical definitions 
of Reahty which we have already discussed * Eternal Becoming, 
God immanent and dynamic, strivmg with and in His world the 
unresting "flux of things” of Heracleitus, the crying aloud of that 
Word "which is through all thmgs everlastmgly" — ^the evolutionary 
world-process beloved of modem philosophers — is here placed 
once for all m true relation with pure transcendent and unmoved 
Being, the Absolute One of Xenophanes and the Platonists This 
Absolute IS discerned by mystic mtuition as the "End of Unity” 
m whom all diversities must cease,* the Ocean to which that 
ceaseless and painful Becoming, that unresting river of life, in 
which we are immersed, tends to return: the Son going to the 
Father ■ 

(c) Love, the prmciple of attraction, which seems to partake at 
once of the transcendental and the created worlds. If we consider 
the Father as Supreme Subject — "origin,” as Aquinas says, "of 
the entire procession of Deity”! — and the Son or generated 
Logos as the Object of His thought, m whom, says Ruysbroeck, 
"He contemplates Himself and all thmgs m an eternal Now”,i 
then this personal Spirit of Love, tl iestro e il veUe, represents the 
relation between the two, and constitutes the very character of 
God "The heavenly Father," says Ruysbroeck, "as a hving 
Ground, with aU that hves in Him, is actively turned towards His 
Son as to His own Eternal Wisdom And that same Wisdom, with 
all that lives in it, is actively turned back towards the Father, that 
is towards that very ground from which it comes forth. And of 
this meeting is born the third Person, between the Fathei 2md the 

' Supra, Cap 11 

^ Tauler, op at , loc at 

3 “Summa Contra Gentiles," 1 iv cap Jcxvi. 

♦ “Dc Ornatu Spintahoni Nuptiarum," 1. li. cap. iv. 
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Son, that is, the Holy Spirit, their mutual Love Proceedmg, 
Recording to Christian doctrme, from Light and Life, the Father 
and Son — ^imphcit, that is, m both the Absolute Source and 
d3mamic flux of things — this divine spirit of desire is found 
enshrined in our very selfhood, and is the agent by which that 
selfhood IS merged in the Absolute Self “My love is my weight," 
said St. Augustme.a It is the spiritual equivalent of that gravita- 
tion which draws aU things to their place Thus Bernard Holland 
says m his Introduction to Boehme’s "Dialogues,” "In a deep 
sense, the desire of the Spark of Life in the Soul to return to its 
Original Source is part of the longing desire of the universal Life 
for its own heart or centre Of this longing, the universal attraction, 
strivmg against resistance, towards a universal centre, proved to 
govern the phenomenal or physical world, is but the outer sheath 
and visible working.” Again, "Desire is everything m Nature; 
does eveiything Heaven is Nature filled with divine Life attracted 
by Desire. "3 

"The best masters say,” says Eckhart, “that the love where- 
with we love is the Holy Spirit 4 Some deny it. But this is always 
true : aU those motives by which we are moved to love, in these is 
nothing else than the Holy Spirit .”5 

"God wills,” says Ruysbroeck, gathering these scattered 
symbols to unity agam, “that we should come forth from ourselves 
in this Eternal Light , that we should reumte ourselves m a super- 
natural manner with that image which is our true Life, and that 
we should possess it with Him actively and fruitively in eternal 
blessedness , . . this going forth of the contemplative is also in 
Love: for by fruitive love he overpasses his created b'emg and 
finds and tastes the nches and dehghts which are God Himself, and 
which He causes to pour forth without ceasing in the most secret 
chamber of the soul, at that place where it is most like unto the 
nobility of God ”* 

Here only, m the innermost sanctuary of being, the soul’s "last 
habitation,” as St. Teresa said, is the truth which these symbols 
express truly known: for "as to how the Trinity is one and the 
Trinity in the Umty of the nature is one, whilst nevertheless the 
Tnnity comes forth from the Unity, this cannot be expressed in 

■ op cit , 1 11 cap xxxvii > Aug Conf , bk xiii cap ix 

3 Introduction to “Three Dialogues of the Supeisensual Life,” p xxx. 

4 The doctrine is found in St Augustine, and is frequently reproduced by the 
mediaeval mystics Eckhart is perhaps here quoting St Thomas Aquinas, a 
usual source of his more orthodox utterances Compare “Summa Contra Gentiles," 
1 IV cap. xxiii “Since the Holy Ghost proceeds as the love wherewith God loves 
Himself, and since God loves with the same love Himself and other beings for the 
sake of His own goodness, it is clear that the love wherewith God loves us belongs 
to the Holy Ghost In like manner also the love wherewith we love God " 

i Pied. XII. <> “De Omatu Spintalium Nuptiarum," 1. iii. cap. iii 
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words,” says Suso, "owing to the simplicity of that deep abyss. 
Hither it is, into this intelligible where that the spirit, spiritualizing 
itself, soars up ; now flying m the measureless heights, now swim- 
ming in the soundless deeps, of the sublime marvels of the 
Godhead'"^ 

Mystical philosophy, then, has availed itself gladly of the 
doctrine of the Trinity in expressmg its vision of the nature of 
that Absolute which is found, by those who attain the deep Abyss 
of the Godhead, to be essentially One. But it is by the complemen- 
tary Christian dogma of fhe Incarnation that it has best been able 
to describe and explain the nature of the inward and personal 
mystic experience The Incarnation, which is for traditional 
C^istianity synonymous with the historical birth and earthly 
hfe of Christ, is for mystics of a certain type, not only this 
but also a perpetual Cosmic and personal process It is an ever- 
lasting bringing forth, in the universe and also in the individual 
ascending soul, of the divine and perfect Life, the pure character 
of God, of which the one historical life dramatized the essential 
constituents Hence the soul, like the physical embryo, resumes in 
its upward progress the spiritual hfe-history of the race “The one 
secret, the greatest of all,” says Patmore, is "the doctrine of the 
Incarnation, regarded not as an historical event which occurred 
two thousand years ago, but as an event which is renewed in the 
body of every one who is in the way to the fulfilment of his 
original destiny ”= 

We have seen that for mystical theology the Second Person 
of the Trinity is the Wisdom of the Father, the Word of Life 
The fullness of this Word could therefore only be communicated 
to the human consciousness by a Life In the Incarnation this 
Logos, this divine character of Reahty, penetrated the illusions of 
the sensual world — in other words, the illusions of all the selves 
whose ideas compose that world — ^and "saved” it by this mfusion 
of truth A divine, suffering, self-sacrificing Personality was then 
shown as the sacred heart of a hvmg, striving universe and for 
once the Absolute was exhibited in the terms of finite human 
existence Some such event as this breaking through of the divine 
and archetypal life into the temporal world is perceived by the 
mystical philosopher to be a necessity, if man was ever to see in 
terms of life that greatness of hfe to which he belongs learn to 
transcend the world of sense, and rebuild his life upon the levels 
of reality “For Thou art,” says Nicolas of Cusa, “the Word of God 
humamhed, and Thou art man deified”! Thus it is that the 

• Suso, Leben, cap Ivi 

> “The Rod, the Root, and the Flower,” “Homo,” xix, 

3 "De Visione Dei,” cap xxiii. 
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Catholic priest in the Christmas Mass gives thanks, not for the 
setting in hand of any commercial process of redemption, but for 
a revelation of reality, "Quia per incamati Verbi mysterium, 
nova mentis nostrae oculis lux tuae clantatis infulsit' ut dum 
visibihter Deum cognoscimus, per hunc in invisibilium amorem 
rapiamur.” The essence of mystical Christianity seems to be 
summed up m these lovely words * 

“The Son of God, the Eternal Word in the Father, who is the 
glance, or brightness, and the power of the light eternity,” says 
Boehme, "must become man and be bdrn in you, if you will know 
God otherwise you are in the dark stable and go about groping ”* 
"The Word,” says Ruysbroeck hnely, "is no other than See. And 
this IS the coming forth and the birth of the Son of the Eternal 
Light, m Whom all blessedness is seen and known ”3 Once at any 
rate, they say in effect, the measure of that which it was possible 
for the Spirit of Life to do and for living creatures to be, was filled 
to the brim By this event, all were assured that the ladder of 
Creation was made whole, in this hypostatic union, the breach 
between appearance and reality, between God and man, was 
healed. The Bridge so made — to use St Catherine of Siena's 
allegory again — is eternal, smce it was "laid before the foundation 
of the world” in the “Eternal Now ” Thus the voice of the Father 
says to her in that vision, "I also wish thee to look at the Bridge 
of My only-begotten Son, and see the greatness thereof, for it 
reaches from Heaven to earth; that is, that the earth of your 
humanity is joined to the greatness of the Deity thereby I say, 
then, that this Bridge reaches from Heaven to earth, and consti- 
tutes the umon which I have made with man . . So the height of 
the Divimty, humbled to the earth, and joined with your humanity, 
made the Bridge and reformed the road Why was this done? 
In order that man might come to his true happiness with the 
angels. And observe that it is not enough, in order that you should 
have life, that My son should have made you this Bridge, unless 
you walk thereon ”4 "Our high Father God Almighty, which is 
Being,” says Lady Julian, "He knew and loved us from afore any 
time Of which knowing, in His marvellous deep charity, and the 
foreseeing counsel of all the blessed Trinity, He willed that the 
Second Person should become our Mother ”5 

It is of course this assertion of the quickening communication 

• “Because by the mystery of the Incarnate Word the new light of Thy bright- 

ness hath shone upon the eyes of our mind that we, knowing God seen of the 
eyes, by Him may be snatched up into the love of that which eye hath not seen*', 
(l^ssale Romanum Praefatio Solemnis de Nativitate) 1 

* “The Threefold Life of Man," cap iii § 31 . ' 

3 Ruysbroeck, op cit , 1 in cap i 

4 Dialogo, cap xxii s “Revelations of Divine Love,” cap lix. , 
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of grace to nature, of God to man — an influx of ultimate reabty, 
possible of assimilation by all — ^which constitutes the strength of 
the Christian rehgion Instead of the stony diet of the philosophers, 
it offers to the self hungry for the Absolute that Pams Angelorum, 
the vivif5ung principle of the world That is to say, it gives concrete 
and experimental knowledge of a supreme Personahty — absorp- 
tion into His mystical body — mstead of the artifiaal conviction 
produced by concentration on an idea. It knits up the universe, 
shows the phenomenal pierced m all directions by the real, the 
natural as the vehicle of tHfe supernatural It provides a sohd basis 
for mysticism, a basis which is at once metaphysical and psycho- 
logical' and shows that state towards which the world’s deepest 
minds have always instinctively aspired, as a part of the cosmic 
return through Christ to God. 

"Quivi i la sapienza e la possanza 

ch* aprl le strade mtra il cielo e la terra 
onde fu gi^ si lunga disianza *’< 

This is what the Christian mystics mean to express when they 
declare over and over agam that the return to the Divme Substance, 
the Absolute, which is the end of the soul's ascent, can only be 
made through the humanity of Christ. The Son, the Word, is the 
character of the Father that m which the Ineffable Godhead 
knows Himself, as we only know ourselves m our own characters. 
He IS thus a double Imk' the means of God's self-consciousness, 
the means of man's consciousness of God How then, asks mystic 
theology, could such a Imk complete its attachments without some 
such process as that which the Incarnation dramatized in time and 
space ? The Principle of Life is also the Principle of Restitution , 
by which the imperfect and broken hfe of sense is mended and 
transformed into the perfect hfe of spirit Hence the title of 
Repairer applied by Boehme to the Second Person of the Trinity 

In the last resort, the doctrme of the Incarnation is the only 
safeguard of the mystics agamst the pantheism to which they 
always tend The Unconditioned Absolute, so soon as it alone 
becomes the object of their contemplation, is apt to be conceived 
merely as Divine Essence; the idea of Personahty evaporates 
The union of the soul with God is then thought of in terms of 
absorption. The distinction between Creator and creature is 
obliterated and loving communion is at an end. This is probably 
the reason why many of the greatest contemplatives — Suso and 
St. Teresa are cases m point — ^have found that deliberate medita- 
tion upon the humanity of Christ, difficult and uncongenial as 

• Par. xxui 37. "Here is the Wisdom and the Power which opened the ways 
betwixt heaven and earth, for which there erst had been so long a yearning." 
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this concrete devotion sometimes is to the mystical temperament, 
was a necessity if they were to retain a healthy and well-balanced 
inner life 

Further, these mystics see m the historic life of Christ an epi- 
tome — or if you wiU, an exhibition — of the essentials of all spiritual 
life. There they see dramatized not only the cosmic process of the 
Divine Wisdom, but also the inward experience of every soul on 
her way to union with that Absolute “to which the whole Creation 
moves ” This is why the expressions which they use to describe 
the evolution of the mystical consciousness from the birth of the 
divine m the spark of the soul to its final unification with the 
Absolute Life are so constantly chosen from the Drama of Faith 
In this drama they see described under veils the necessary adven- 
tures of the spirit Its obscure and humble birth, its education in 
poverty, its temptation, mortification and solitude, its “lUummated 
life" of service and contemplation, the desolation of that “dark 
night of the soul" in which it seems abandoned by the Divme: 
the painful death of the self, its resurrection to the glorified 
existence of the Unitive Way, its final reabsorption m its Source 
— ^all these, they say, were lived once in a supreme degree in the 
flesh. Moreover, the degree of closeness with which the individual 
expenence adheres to this Pattern is always taken by them as a 
standard of the healthiness, ardour, and success of its transcen- 
dental activities 

“Apparve in questa forma 
Per dare a noi la norma " 

sang Jacopone da Todi “And he who vainly thinketh otherwise,” 
says the “Theologia Germamca” with uncompromising vigour, 
“is deceived. And he who saith otherwise, heth 

Those to whom such a parallel seems artificial should remember 
that according to the doctrine of mysticism that drama of the 
self-limitation and self-sacrificc of the Absolute Life, which was 
once played out m the phenomenal world — forced, as it were, 
upon the consciousness of dim-eyed men — is eternally going for- 
ward upon the plane of reahty. To them the Cross of Calvary is 
implicit m the Rose of the World. The law of this Infinite Life, 
wWch was in the Incarnation expressing Its own nature in human 
terms, must then also be the law of the finite hfe, mso far as that 
hfe aspires to transcend individual himtations, rise to freedom, 
and attain union with Infinity It is this governing idea which 
justifies the apparently fanciful allegonzations of Christian 
history which swarm m the works of the mystics 

To exhibit these allegonzations m detail would be tedious. All 

> “Theologia Gennanica," cap. xviii. 
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that is necessary is that the principle underlying them should be 
understood. I give, then, but one example that which is referred 
by mystical writers to the Nativity, and concerns the eternal 
Birth or Generation of the Son or Divine Word 
This Birth is m its first, or cosmic sense, the welhng forth of the 
Spirit of Life from the Divine Abyss of the unconditioned Godhead 
‘‘From our proper Ground, that is to say from the Father and all 
that which lives in Him, there shines,” says Ruysbroeck, ‘‘an 
eternal Ray, the which is the Birth of the Son It is of this per- 
petual generation of the Word that Meister Eckhart speaks, when 
he says m his Christmas sermon, "We are celebrating the feast of 
the Eternal Birth which God the Father has borne and never 
ceases to bear in all Eternity . whilst this birth also comes to pass 
in Time and m human nature. Saint Augustine says this Birth 
is ever takmg place ” At this point, with that strong practical 
instinct which is characteristic of the mystics, Eckhart turns 
abruptly from speculation to immediate expenence, and con- 
tinues, “But if it takes not place m me, what avails it'* Ever}- 
thing lies in this, that it should take place in me Here in a few 
words the two-fold character of this Mystic Birth is exhibited 
The interest is suddenly deflected from its cosmic to its personal 
aspect , and the individual is reminded that m him, no less than 
in the Archetypal Universe, real hfe must be bom if real life is to 
be lived “When the soul bnngs forth the Son,” says Eckhart m 
another place, “it is happier than Mary. ”3 

Since the soul, according to mystic principles, can only perceive 
Reahty m proportion as she is real, know God by becoming God- 
like, it IS clear that this birth is the imtial necessity The true and 
definitely directed mystical life does and must open with that 
most actual, though indescribable phenomenon, the coming forth 
into consciousness of man's deeper, spiritual self, which ascetical 
and mystical writers of all ages have agreed to call Regeneration 
or Re-birth Nothing that is withm him is able of its own power to 
achieve this. It must be evoked by an energy, a quickening Spirit, 
which comes from beyond the soul, and “secretly initiates what 
He openly crowns "“t 

' “De Ornatu Spintahum Xuptiarum," 1 lu cap v The extreme antiquiti 
of this idea is illustrated by the Catholic practice, dating from Patristic times, of 
celebrating three Masses on Christmas Day Of these the first, at midnight, com 
memorates the Eternal Generation of the Son, the second, at dawn. His incai 
nation upon earth, the third His birth in the heart of man Compare the Roman 
Missal ^o Kellner, “Heortology" (English translation, London, 1908), p 156 
’ Eckhart, Pred 1 , “Mystische Schnften,” p 13 Compare Taulei, Seimon 
on the Nativity of Our Lady (“The Inner Way," p 167) 

3 This idea of re-birth is probably of Oriental origin It can be traced back to 
Egypt, bemg found in the Hermetic writings of the tlurd century, b c See Petrie, 
“Personal Religion m Egypt before Christianity," p 167 
1 F von Hugel “The Life of Prayer." p ^4 
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We have already considered* the New Birth in its purely 
psychological aspect, as the emergence of the transcendental 
sense Here its more profound and mystical side is exhibited 
By a process which may indifferently be described as the birth 
of something new or the coming forth of something which has 
slept — since both these phrases are but metaphors for another 
and more secret operation — the eye is opened on Eternity, the 
self, abruptly made aware of Reality, comes forth from the cave 
of illusion like a child from the womb a^d begins to hve upon the 
supersensual plane. Then she feels in her inmost part a new 
presence, a new consciousness — it were hardly an exaggeration 
to say a new Person — ^%vcak, demanding nurture, clearly destined 
to pass through many phases of development before its maturity 
is reached; yet of so strange a nature, that in comparison with its 
environment she may well regard it as Divine 

"This change, this upsetting, is called re-birth To be born 
simply means to enter into a world m which the senses dominate, 
in which wisdom and love languish m the bonds of individuahty. 
To be re-born means to return to a world where the spirit of wisdom 
and love governs and animal-man obeys So Eckartshausen 
It means, says Jane Lead, "the bringing forth of a new-created 
Godhke similitude m the soul ”3 He is brought forth, says Eck- 
artshausen again, in the stable previously inhabited by the ox 
of passion and the ass of prejudice 4 His mother, says Boehme, 
is the Virgin Sophia, the Divine Wisdom, or Mirror of the Being 
of God With the emergence of this new factor mto the conscious 
field — this spiritual birth — the mystic hfe begins : as the Christian 
epoch began with the emergence of Divine Spirit in the flesh. 
Paradise, says Boehme, is still m the world, but man is not in 
Paradise unless he be born again. In that case, he stands therein 
in the New Birth,'! and tastes here and now that Eternal Life for 
which he has been made 

Here then are some characteristics of the map which the 
Christian mystics are most inclmed to use There are, of course, 
other great landmarks upon it . and these ive shall meet as we follow 
in detail the voyages of the questmg soul One warning, however, 
must be given to amateur geographers before we go on Like aU. 
other maps, this one at its best can but represent by harsh outlme 
and conventional colour the hvmg earth which those travellers 
trod and the mysterious seas on which they sailed It is a dehber- 
ately schematic representation of Reality, a flat and sometimes 
arid symbol of great landscapes, rushing rivers, awful peaks: 


« Supra, p 53 * “The Cloud upon the Sanctuary," p 77 

3 “The Enochian Walks with God," p 3 ^ Op cit , p 61 

1 “DeSignatura Rerum," VIII 47. 
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dangerous unless these its lunitations be always kept in mind. 
The boy who defined Canada as “very pink” was not much further 
off the track than those who would limit the Adorable Trmity 
to the definitions of the “Athanasian” Creed, however useful 
that chart may be, and is, withm the boundaries imposed by 
its form 

Further, all such maps, and we who treat of them, can but set 
down in cold blood and with a dreadful pretence of precision, 
matters which the true explorers of Eternity were only able to 
apprehend in the ardours *of such a passion, m the transports of 
such a union as we, poor finite slaves of our frittered emotions, 
could hardly look upon and hve. “If you would truly know how 
these things come to pass,” says St. Bonaventura, m a passage 
which all students of theology should ever keep m mind, “ask it 
of grace, not of doctrme, of desire, not of mteUect, of the ardours 
of prayer, not of the teachmgs of the schools; of the Bridegroom, 
not of the Master, of God, not of man; of the darkness, not of the 
day; not of lUummation, but of that Fire which enflames aU and 
wraps us in God with great sweetness and most ardent love. The 
which Fire most truly is God, and the hearth thereof is in 
Jerusalem.’’* 

I "De Itamerano Mentis in Deo," cap vii. 
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Mystical Symbols — ^Xheir use and necessity — ^Their immense variety — ^Three 
groups of Symbols — (i) Divine Transcendence and the idea of pilgnmage — 
(a) Mutual Desire and symbols of love — (3) Divine Immanence, and symbols of 
transmutation — (1) Symbols of Pilgrimage — Bunyan — ^The Sufi Pilgrim — ^The 
Seven Valleys of 'Attar — Dante — (a) Mutual Desire — “The Hymn of Jesus" — “The 
Hound of Heaven" — ^The “Followmg Love" — Symbols of Love — the “Spiritual 
Marriage" — St Bernaid — St Teresa — Richard of St Victor's Four Degrees of 
Ardent Love — (3) Symbols of Transmutation — the Spiritual Alchemists — the 
Philosopher's Stone — ^the material of Alchemy — Jacob Boehme — “Salt, Sulphur, 
and Mercury" — the Mystical transmutation — the Magnum Opus — "Hunting the 
Greene Lyon" — ^The Red Dragon 

I N our study of theology we saw the Christian mystic adopting, 
as chart and pilot book of his voyages and adventures, the 
scheme of faith, and diagram of the spintual world, which 
is accepted by ordinary Christian men We saw that he found in 
it a depth and richness of content which the conventional behever 
in that theology, the "good churchman," seldom suspects: and 
that which is true of the Christian mystic is also true in its measure, 
and as regards their respective theologies, of the Pagan, the 
Mahommedan and the Buddhist. 

But smee the spiritual adventures of the mystic are not those 
of ordmary men, it wiU follow that this map, though always true 
lor him, is not complete. He can press forward to countries which 
'unmystical piety must mark as unexplored, Pushmg out from 
harbour to "the vast and stormy sea of the divine," he can take 
soundings, and mark dangers the existence of which such piety 
never needs to prove Hence it is not strange that certam maps, 
artistic representations or symbohe schemes, should have come 
into being which describe or suggest the speaal experiences of the 
mystical consciousness, and the doctrines to which these experi- 
ences have given birth. Many of these maps have an uncouth, 
even an impious appearance in the eyes of those unacquainted with 
the facts which they attempt to translate • as the charts of the 
deep-sea sailor seem ugly and umntelligible things to those who 
have never been out of sight of land Others— and these the most 
pleasing, most easily understood — have already been made 
familiar, perhaps tiresomely familiar, to us by the poets; who, 
intuitivdy recognizing their suggestive qualities, their hnks with 

1*5 
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truth, have borrowed and adapted them to their own business 
of translatmg Reahty into terms of rhythm and speech Ulti- 
mately, however, they owe their origin to the mystics, or to that 
mystical sense which is innate m all true poets’ and m the last 
resort it is the mystic’s kingdom, and the mystic's experience, 
which they aifect to describe 

These special mystical diagrams, these symbolic and artistic 
descriptions of man’s inward history — his secret adventures with 
God — are almost endless iji their variety . smee in each we have a 
picture of the country of the soul seen through a different tempera- 
ment To desenbe all would be to analyse the whole field of 
mystical hterature, and indeed much other literature as well, to 
epitomize in fact all that has been dreamed and written concern- 
ing the so-caUed “inner hfe” — a dreary and a lengthy task But 
the majority of them, I thmk, express a comparatively small 
number of essential doctrines or fundamental ways of seeing 
thmgs, and as regards their imagery, they faU into three great 
classes, representative of the three prmcipal ways m which man’s 
spiritual consciousness reacts to the .touch of Reality, the three 
primary if paradoxical facts of which that consciousness must be 
aware Hence a consideration of mystic symbols drawn from each 
of these groups may give us a key with which to unlock some at 
least of the verbal riddles of the individual adventurer. 

Thanks to the spatial imagery inseparable from human thinking 
and human expression, no direct description of spiritual experience 
1 IS or can be possible to man It must always be symbohe, allusive, 
oblique, always suggest, but never tell, the truth and in this 
respect there is not much to choose between the fluid and artistic 
language of vision and the arid technicahties of philosophy. In 
another respect, however, there is a great deal to choose between 
them: and here the visionary, not the philosopher, receives the 
palm. The greater the suggestive quality of the symbol used, the 
more answering emotion it evokes m those to whom it is addressed, 
the more truth it will convey. A good symbohsm, therefore, will 
be more than mere diagram or mere allegory • it wiU use to the 
utmost the resources of beauty and of passion, will brmg with it 
hints of mj'stery and wonder, bewitch with dreamy periods the 
mmd to which it is addressed Its appeal will not be to the clever 
bram, but to the desirous heart, the intuitive sense, of man. 

The three great classes of S3nnbols which I propose to consider, 
appeal to three deep cravings of the self, three great expressions 
of man’s restlessness, which only mystic truth can fully satisfy 
The first is the craving which makes him a pilgnm and wanderer 
It is the longmg to go out from his normal world m search of a 
lost home, a "better countiy’’, an Eldorado, a Sarras, a Heavenly 



MYSTICISM AND SYMBOLISM 127 

Syon. The next is that craving of heart ior heart, of the soul for 
its perfect mate, which makes hun a lover The third is the craving 
for mward purity and perfection, which makes him an ascetic, 
and in the last resort a saint 

These three cravings, 1 think, answer to three ways in which 
mystics of different temperaments attack the problem of the 
Absolute • three different formulae under which their transcendence 
of the sense-world can be desenbed. In describing this transcen- 
dence, and the special adventures mvolved in it, they are describ- 
ing a change from the state of ordmary men, in touch with the 
sense-world, responding to its rhythms, to the state of spiiitual 
consciousness in which, as they say, they are "in union” with 
Divme Reahty, with God. Whatever be the theological creed of 
, the mystic, he never varies in declaring this close, definite, and 
actual mtimacy to be the end of his quest. "Mark me hke the tuhp 
with Thme own streaks,” says the Sufi ' "I would fam be to the 
Eternal Goodness what his own hand is to a man,” says the 
German contemplative.* "My me is God, nor do I know my self- 
hood save m Him,” says the Italian saint.3 

But, since this Absolute God is for him substance, ground or 
underl5nng Reahty of all that JS' present yet absent, near yet far. 
He is already as truly immanent in the human soul as in the 
Universe. The seeker for the Real may therefore objectify his 
quest m two apparently contradictory, yet really mutually 
explanatory ways. First he may see it as an outgoing journey from 
the world of illusion to the real or transcendental world a leavmg 
of the visible for the mvisible. Secondly, it may appear to him 
as an mward alteration, remaking or regeneration, by which his 
personality or character is so changed as to be able to enter into 
commumon with that Fontal Bemg which he loves and desires, 
is united with and dommated by the mdwellmg God who is the 
fount of his spiritual hfe. In the first case, the objective idea "God” 
is the pivot of his symbohsm : the Blazmg Star, or Magnet of the 
Universe which he has seen far off, and seeing, has worshipped and 
desired. In the second case, the emphasis falls on the subjective 
idea "Sanctity,” with its accompanying consciousness of a dis- 
harmony to be abolished. The Mystic Way wdl then be described, 
not as a journey, but as an alteration of personality, the trans- 
muting of "earthly” into "heavenly" man. Plainly these two 
aspects are obverse and reverse of one whole. They represent that 
mighty pair of opposites. Infinite and Fmite, God and Self, which 
it IS the busmess of mysticism to carry up into a higher synthesis 

' JAmi, “Joseph and Zulaikha The Poet's Prajer ” 

* “Theologia Germanica," cap x 

3 St Catherine of Genoa, "Vita e Dottrma," cap. xiv. 
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Whether the process be considered as outward search or inward 
change, its object and its end are the same. Man enters into that 
Order of Reality for which he was made, and which is indeed the 
mcitmg cause of his pilgrimage and his purification • for however 
great the demand on the soul’s own effort may be, the initiative 
always hes with the living Divme World itself. Man's small 
desire is evoked, met, and fulfilled by the Divine Desire, his “separ- 
ated will” or life becomes one with the great Life of the AU 

From what has been said in the last chapter, it will be clear that 
the symbolism of outward search and of mward change will be 
adopted respectively by the two groups of selves whose experience 
of “union with the Divine” leans (i) to the Transcendent or 
external, (2) to the Immanent or internal way of apprehending 
Reality. A third or intermediate group of images will be necessary 
to express the experience of those to whom mystic feehng — ^the 
satisfaction of love — is the supreme factor m the mystic life 
Accordmg, then, to whether man’s mstmet prompts him to de- 
scribe the Absolute Reality which he knows and craves for as a 
Place, a Person, or a State — aU three of course but partial and 
madequate translations of the one Indescribable Truth — so will 
he tend to adopt a symbolism of one or other of these three types 

A. Those who conceive the Perfect as a beatific vision exterior 
to them and very far off, who find in the doctrine of Emanations 
something which answers to their mward experience, will feel the 
process of their entrance into reahty to be a quest, an arduous 
]oumey from the matenal to the spiritual world They move aivay 
from, rather than transmute to another form, the hfe of sense. 
The ecstasies of such mystics will answer to the root-meaning of 
that much perverted word, as a "standing out” from themselves, 
a flight to happier countries far away. For them, the soul is out- 
ward bound towards its home 

B. Those for whom mysticism is above all things an intimate and 
personal relation, the satisfaction of a deep desire — ^who can say 
with Gertrude More, “never was there or can there be imagined 
such a love, as is between an humble soul and Thee” — will fall 
back upon imagery drawn largely from the language of earthly 
passion. Since the Christian religion insists upon the personal 
aspect of the Godhead, and provides in Christ an object of such 
intimacy, devotion and desire, an enormous number of Christian 
mystics inevitably describe their experiences under symbolism of 
this kind 

C Those who are conscious rather of the Divine as a Transcen- 
dent Life immanent in the world and the self, and of a strange 
spiritual seed withm them by whose development man, moving 
to higher levels of character and consciousness, attains his end, 



MYSTICISM AND SYMBOLISM 


129 

will see the mystic life as involvmg inward change rather than 
outgoing search Regeneration is their watchword, and they will 
choose symbols of growth or transmutation saying with St. 
Cathenne of Genoa, "my Being is God, not by simple participa- 
titei, but by a true transformation of my Being 

These three groups of mystics, then, stand for three kinds of 
temperament, and we may fairly take as their characteristic 
forms of symbolic expression the Mystic Quest, the Marriage of 
the Soul, and the "Great Work" of the Spiritual Alchemists. 

I 

The pilgrimage idea, the outgoing quest, appears m mystical 
hterature under two different aspects One is the search for the 
"Hidden Treasure which desires to be found ” Such is the"quest 
of fhe'Grail" when regarded in its mystic aspect as an allegory 
of the adventures of the soul The other is the long, hard journey 
towards a known and definite goal or state Such are Dante’s "Divme 
Comedy” and Bunyan’s "Pilgrim’s Progress" , each in their manner 
faithful descriptions of the Mystic Way. The goal of the quest — the 
Empyrean of Dante, the Beatific Vision or fulfilment of love — is 
often called Jerusalem by the Christian mystics naturally enough, 
smee that city was for the mediaeval mmd the supreme end of 
pilgrimage. By Jerusalem they mean not only the celestial country 
Heaven, but also the spiritual life, which is "itself a heaven ’’* 
"Right as a true pilgrim going to Jerusalem,” says Hilton, "leaveth 
behind him house and land, wife and child, and maketh himself 
poor and bare from all that he hath, that he may go hghtly with- 
out lettmg right so, if thou wdt be a ghostly pilgrim, thou shalt 
make thyself naked from aU that thou hast then shalt thou set 
in thy heart wholly and fully that thou wouldst be at Jerusalem, 
and at none other place but there " "Jerusalem,” he says in this 
same chapter, "is as much as to say a sight of peace, and be- 
tokeneth contemplation in perfect love of God ”3 

Under this image of a pilgrimage — ^an image as concrete and 
practical, as remote from the romantic and picturesque, for the 
mediaeval writers who used it, as a symbolism of hotel and rculway 
tram would be to us — the mystics contrived to summarize and 
suggest much of the hfe history of the ascending soul , the develop- 
ing spiritual consciousness The necessary freedom and detach- 
ment of the traveller, his departure from his normal hfe and 
interests, the difficulties, enemies, and hardships encountered on 
' "Vita e Dottnna," p 36 

> This image seems first to have been elaborated by St Augustme, from whom 
it was borrowed by Hugh of St Victor, and most of the mediaeval mystics 
3 "The Scale of Perfection," bk 11 cap. xxi 
K 
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the road — the length of the journey, the vanety of the 
country, the dark night which overtakes him, the ghmpses of 
destination far away — all these are seen more and more as ve 
advance m knowledge to constitute a transparent allegory of 
the mcidents of man's progress from the unreal to the real 
Bunyan was but the last of a long senes of minds which grasped 
this fact 

The Traveller, says the Sufi 'Aziz bm Maliommed Nafasi, in 
whose book, "The Remqfest Arm," the pilgrimage-symbolism is 
developed in great detail, is the Perceptive or Intuitive Sense of 
Man. The goal to which he journeys is Knowledge of God This 
mysterious traveller towards the only country of the soul may 
be known of other men by his detachment, charity, humility, and 
patience These primary virtues, however — belonging to ethical 
rather than to spiritual life — ^are not enough to brmg his quest to 
a successful termination They make him, say the Sufis, "perfect 
in knowledge of his goal but deficient in the power of reaching it ” 
Though he has fraternal love for his fellow-pdgruns, detachment 
from wayside allurements, untmng perseverance on the road, he 
IS still enc um bered and weakened by unnecessary luggage The 
second stage of his journey, therefore, is mitiated hke that of 
Christian by a casting off of his burden a total self-renouncement, 
the attamment of a Franciscan poverty of spirit whereby he 
becomes "Perfectly Free ” 

Havmg got rid of aU impediments to the spiritual quest, he 
must now acquire or develop m their stead the characteristic 
mystical qualities, or Three Aids of the Pdgrim , which are called 
m this system Attraction, Devotion, and Elevation Attraction is 
consciousness of the mutual desire existmg between man's spirit 
and the Divine Spirit of the link of love which knits up reality 
and draws all things to then home in God This is the universal 
law on which aU mysticism is based It is St Augustme’s "Thou 
hast made us for Thyself and our hearts can find no rest except in 
Thee " This "natural magnetism," then, once he is aware of it, 
wiU draw the pilgrim irresistibly along the road from the Many to 
the One His second aid. Devotion, says the "Remotest Aim” in a 
phrase of great depth and beauty, is "the prosecution of the 
journey to God and in God It embraces, m fact, the whole 
contemplative hfe. It is the next degree of spiritual consciousness 
after the bhnd yielding to the attraction of the Real, and the 
setting in order of man's relation to his source. 

The Traveller's journey to God is complete when he attains 

* So too Ruysbroeck says that “the just man goes towards God by inward loi 0 
in perpetual activity and m God in virtue of his fruitive affection in eternal lest" 
(“Do Omatu Spiritalium Nuptiarum," 1 . 11 cap Ixv). 
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knowledge of Him — 'Tllumination/' m the language of European 
mystics. The point at which this is reached is called the Tavern, 
or resting-place upon the road, where he is fed with the Divme 
Mysteries There are also “Wine Shops” upon the way, where the 
\#ajy pUgrim is cheered and refreshed by a draught of the wme 
of Divine Love.^ Only when the journey to God is completed 
begms the "Journey tn God” — ^that which the Chnstian mystics 
call the Umtive Way — and this, since it is the essence of Eternal 
Life, can have no end Elevation, the julgrim's third aid, is the 
exalted or ecstatic form of consciousness peculiar to the contempla- 
tive, and which allows the traveller a glimpse of the spiritual city 
towards which he goes * 

(The Sufi poet ’Attar, m his mystical poem, "The Colloquy of 
the Birds,” has described the stages of this same spiritual pilgrim- 
age with greater psychological insight, as the journey through 
"Seven Valleys ” The lapwmg, hg.vmg been asked by other birds 
what IS the length of the road which leads to the hidden Palace 
of the Kmg, replies that there are Seven Valleys through which 
every traveller must pass but smce none who attain the End 
ever come back to describe their adventures, no one knows the 
length of the way. 

(1) The first valley, says the lapwmg, is the Valley of the Quest. 
It is long and toilsome . and there the traveller must strip him- 
self of all earthly thmgs, becoming poor, bare, and desolate : and 
so stay till the Supernal Light casts a ray on his desolation. It is 
in fact, Dante’s Purgatorio, the Christian Way of Purgation : the 
period of self-stripping and purification which no mystic system 
omits. 

(2) When the ray of Supernal Light has touched the pilgrim 
he enters the hmitless Valley of Love . begms, that is to say, the 
mystic hfe It is Dante’s "Earthly Paradise,” or, in the traditional 
system of the mystics, the onset of Illumination 

(3) Hence he passes to the Valley of Knowledge or Enlighten- 
ment — ^the contemplative state — ^where each finds m communion 
with Truth the place that belongs to him No Dante student will 
fail to see here a striking parallel with those planetary heavens 
where each soul partakes of the Divine, “not supremely m the 
absolute sense,” as St. Bonaventura has it, but "supremely in 
respect of himself" The mystery of Being is now revealed to the 
traveller. He sees Nature’s secret, and God m all things It is the 
height of lUummation 

‘ I need not remind the readci of the fact that Ihis symbolism, pei verted to the 
purposes of his sceptical philosophy, runs through the v'hole of the Kubaiyat of 
Omar Khayydm 

> See Palmer's “Oriental Mysticism," pt 1 caps 1., 11 , iii , and v 
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(4) The next stage is the Valley of Detachment, of utter 
absorption m Divine Love — the Stellar Heaven of the Samts — 
where Duty is seen to be aU m aU This leads to — 

(5) The VaUey of the Unity, where the naked Godhead is the 
one object of contemplation This is the stage of ecstasy, or the 
Beatific Vision Dante’s condition m the last canto of the "Para- 
diso ” It IS transient, however, and leads to — 

(6) The Valley of Amazement, where the Vision, far transcend- 
ing the pilgrim’s receptive power, appears to be taken from him 
and he is plunged m darkness and bewilderment This is the 
state which Dionysius the Areopagite, and after him many 
mediaeval mystics, called the Divme Dark, and described as the 
truest and closest of aU our apprehensions of the Godhead It 
IS the Cloud of Unknowing, "dark from excessive bright ’’ The 
final stage is — 

(7) The Valley of Annihilation of Self the supreme degree of 
union, or theopathetic state, in which the self is utterly merged 
"hke a fish in the sea” in the ocean of Divme Love.^ 

Through all these metaphors of pilgrimage to a goal — of a road 
followed, distance overpassed, fatigue endured — ^there runs the 
definite idea that the travelling self in undertakmg the journey 
is fulfilling a destmy, a law of the transcendental hfe, obeying 
an imperative need The chosen Knights are destmed or calM 
to the quest of the Grail "AU men are called to their origin,” says 
Ruhnan Merswin, and the fishes which he sees m his Vision of 
Nme Rocks are impeUed to struggle, as it were "against nature,” 
uphiU from pool to pool towards their source * 

AU mystical thinkers agree m declarmg that there is a mutual 
attraction between the Spark of the Soul, the free divine germ 
m man, and the Fount from which it came forth. “We long for 
the Absolute,” says Royce, "only m so far as m us the Absolute 
also longs, and seeks, through our very temporal striving, the 
peace that is nowhere in Tune, but only, and yet Absolutely, in 
Eternity ”3 So, many centuries before the birth of American 
philosophy, Hilton put the same truth of experience in loveher 
words “He it is that desireth m thee, and He it is that is desired 
He IS all and He doth all if thou might see Him ’’“i^ 

The homeward journey of man’s spirit, then, maybe thought of 
as due to the push of a divine Me within, answermg to the pull of 


* An abridged translation of ’Attar’s allegory of the Valleys will be found in 
“The Conference of the Birds," by R P Masani (1924) See also W S Lilly’s 
“Many Mansions," p 130 

Jundt, “Rulman Merswin." p 27. 

3 Royce, “The World and the Individual," vol 11. p. 386. 

« “The Scale of Perfection," bk 11. cap xxiv 
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a divine life without.^ It is only possible because there is already 
in that spirit a certain kinship with the Divine, a capacity for 
Eternal Life , and the mystics, in undertaking it, are humanity’s 
pioneers on the only road to rest Hence that attraction which the 
Moslem mystic discerned as the traveller’s necessary aid, is a 
fundamental doctrme of aU mysticism and as a consequence, the 
s3mibohsm of mutual desire is here inextricably imngled with that 
of pilgrimage. The spiritual pilgrim goes because he is called, 
because he wants to go, must go, if ho is to find rest and peace 
"God needs man,’’ says Eckhart It is Love calling to love and 
the journey, though in one sense a hard pilgrimage, up and out, 
by the terraced mount and the ten heavens to God, in another is 
the inevitable rush of the rovmg comet, caught at last, to the 
Central Sun "My weight is my love,’’ said St Augustme » Like 
gravitation, it inevitably compels, for good or evil, every spirit 
to its own place According to another range of symbols, that love 
fiings open a door, in order that the larger Life may rush in, 
and it and the soul be "one thmg ’’ 

Here, then, we run through the whole gamut of symbolic 
expression; through Transcendence, Desire, and Immanence 
All are seen to point to one consummation, diversely and always 
allusively expressed the need of union between man’s separated 
spirit and the Real, his remakmg m the interests of transcendent 
life, his estabhshment in that Kingdom which is both "near 
and far.” 

"In the book of Hidden Thmgs it is written,” says Eckhart, 
" T stand at the door and knock and wait’ . thou needst not 
seek Him here or there He is no farther off than the door of the 
heart There He stands and waits and waits until He finds thee 
ready to open and let Him in Thou needst not call Him from a 
distance, to wait until thou openest is harder for Him than for 
thee He needs thee a thousand times more than thou canst need 
Him. r/fy opemng and His entering are hut one moment ”3 "God,” 
he says in another place, "can as little do without us, as we without 
Him.”4 Our attainment of the Absolute is not a one-sided ambi- 
tion, but the fulfilment of a mutual desire “For our natural 
Will,” says Lady Julian, "is to have God, and the Good will of 

• Compare R 4 c£]ac (“Fondements de la Coniiaissance Mystique.” p 252) 
"According to mysticism, morality’ leads the soul to the frontiers of the Absolute 
and even gives it an impulsion to enter, but this is not enough This movement 
of pure Freedom cannot succeed unless there is an equivalent movement within 
the Absolute itself " 

• Aug Conf , bk xiii, cap 9 “All those who love," says Ruysbroeck, “feel 
this attraction more or less according to the degree of their love " (“De Calculo 
sive de Perfectione filiorum Dei ") 

3 Meister Eckhart, Fred 111. 


< Fred. xiii. 
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God IS to have us; and we may never cease from longing till we 
have Him m fullness of joy.”* 

So, in the beautiful poem or ritual called the “Hymn of Jesus,” 
contained m the apocryphal "Acts of John” and dating from 
primitive Christian times, the Logos, or Eternal Christ, is thus 
represented as matchmg with His own transcendent, self-giving 
desire every need of the soul * 

The Soul says. — 

" ‘I wdUld be saved ' ” 

Christ replies: — 

" 'And I would save ’ Amen ” 

The Dialogue continues' — 

" ‘I would be loosed ’ 

‘And I would loose ' Amen 
‘I would be pierced ’ 

‘And I would pierce ' Amen 
‘I would be bom ’ 

‘And I would bear ' Amen 
‘I would eat ’ 

‘And I would be eaten.’ Amen. 

‘I would hear ' 

And I would be heard ’ Amen ” 


‘‘ ‘I am a Lamp to thee who beholdest Me, 

I am a Mirror to thee who perceivest Me, 

I am a Door to thee, who knockest at Me, 

I am a Way to thee a wayfarer ’ ” 

( The same fundamental idea of the mutual quest of the Soul 
and the Absolute is expressed m the terms of another symbolism 
by the great Mahommedan mystic — 

"No lover ever seeks union with his beloved. 

But his beloved is also seekmg union with hinf^ 

But the lover’s love makes his body lean 

While the beloved’s love makes her fair and lusty 

When in this heart the lightnmg spark of love arises. 

Be sure this love is reciprocated in that heart 
When the love of God arises in thy heart. 

Without doubt God also feels love for thee ”3 

The mystic vision, then, is of a spiritual universe held within 

> “Revelations of Divine Love,’’ cap vi 

’ The Greek and English text will be found in the “Apocrypha Anecdota" of 
Dr M R James, series 2 (Cambridge, 1897), pp 1-25 I follow his translation 
It will be seen that I have adopted the hypothesis of Mr G R S Mead as to the 
dramatic nature of this poem See his “Echoes from the Gnosis,” 1896 
3 Jalaln d’ Din Ruml (Wisdom of the East Series), p 77 
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the bonds of love ; * and of the free and restless human soul, having 
within it the spark of divine desire, the "tendency to the Absolute," 
only finding satisfaction and true hfc when united with this Life of 
God. Then, in Patmore’s lovely image, "the babe is at its mother’s 
breast,” "the lover has returned to the beloved ’’* 

Whatever their outward sense, all true mystic s5mibols express 
aspects of this "secret of theworld,” this primal venty Butwhereas 
such great visionary schemes as those of 'Attar and of Dante show 
it in its cosmic form, in many symbolic descriptions — ^particu- 
larly those which we meet in the writings of the ecstatic samts — 
the personal subjective note, the consciousness of an individual 
relation between that one seK and the Supernal Self, overpowers 
all general applications. Then philosophy and formal allegory 
must step aside the sacramental language of exalted emotion, 
of profoundly felt experience, takes its place The phases of mutual 
love, of wooing and combat, awe and delight — the fevers of desire, 
the ecstasy of surrender — are drawn upon and made to contribute 
somethmg to the description of the great and secret drama of 
the soul 

To such symbolic transcripts of intimate experience belongs 
one amazing episode of the spiritual hfe-history which, because 
it has been given immortal expression by the greatest mystical 
poet of modem times, is familiar to thousands of readers who 
know httle or nothing of the more normal adventures mcidental 
to man’s attainment of the Absolute In "The Hound of Heaven" 
Francis Thompson described with an almost temble power, not 
the self’s quest of adored Reahty, but Reahty’s quest of the 
unwilling self He shows to us the remorseless, untirmg seeking 
and following of the soul by the Divine Life to which it will not 
surrender the inexorable onward sweep of "this tremendous 
Lover,” hunting the separated spirit, "strange piteous futile 
thing” that flees Him "down the nights and down the days ” This 
idea of the love-chase, of the spirit rushing in terror from the over- 
powering presence of God, but followed, sought, conquered in the 
end, is common to all the mediaeval mystics it is the obverse of 
their general doctrine of the necessary fusion of human and divine 
life, “escape from the flame of separation ” 

"I chased thee, for in this was my pleasure,” says the voice of 
Love to Mechthild of Magdeburg, “I captured thee, for this 
my desire, I bound thee, and I rejoice in thy bonds, I 

• So Dante — 

“ Nel suo profondo vidi che s'lntema 
legato con amore in un \olume 
CIO che pei I’universo si squaderna " 

(Par xxxiii. 85 ) 

» “The Rod, the Root, and the Flower," “Aurea Dicta,” ccwviii. 
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wounded thee, that thou mayst be united to me. If I gave thee 
blows, it was that I might be possessed of thee 
So in the beautiful Middle Enghsh poem of “Quia amore 
langueo,” — 

"I am true love that ials was nevere. 

Ml sistyr, manius soule, I loved hir thus , 

Bicause we wolde m no wise discevere 
I lefte my Kyngdom glonous 
I purveyde for hir a paleis precious , 

She Ileythy I folowe, I sought hir so 
I sufTnde this peyne piteous 
Quia amore langueo.”* 

Meister Eckhart has the same idea of the inexorable Following 
Love, impossible to escape, expressed under less personal images 
“Earth,” he says, “cannot escape the sky, let it flee up or dotvn, 
the sky flows into it, and makes it fruitful whether it will or no. 
So God does to man He who will escape Him only runs to His 
bosom, for all comers are open to Him ”3 
We find in all the mystics this strong sense of a mysterious 
spiritual life — a Reality — over against man, seekmg him and 
compelling him to Its wiU It is not for him, they think, to say 
that he will or will not aspire to the transcendental world ■) Hence 
sometimes this inversion of man’s long quest of God The self 
resists the pull of spiritual gravitation, flees from the touch of 
Eternity, and the Eternal seeks it, tracks it ruthlessly down 
The Following Love, the mystics say, is a fact of experience, not a 
poetic idea “Those strong feet that follow, follow after,” once 
set upon the chase, are bound to win Man, once conscious of 
Reahty, cannot evade it For a time his separated spirit, his 
disordered loves, may wilfully frustrate the scheme of things but 
he must be conquered in the end Then the mystic process unfolds 
itself Love triumphs the “purpose of the worlds” fulfils itself 
in the individual life. 


II 

Ut was natural and inevitable that the imagery of human love 
and marriage should have seemed to the mystic the best of all 
images of his own "fulfilment of life”, his soul’s surrender, first 
to the call, finally to the embrace of Perfect Love.Nit lay ready to 


' “Tlas Fliessende Licht der Gottheit,” pt i cap iii 

’ “Quia amore langueo,” an anon}nnous fifteenth-century poem Printed from 
the Lambeth MS by the E E T S , 1866-67 3 Pred Ixxxviii 

4 So wo are told of St Francis of Assisi, that in his youth he "Ined to flee 
God's hand " Thomas of Celano, Legenda Pnma, cap 11 
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his hand : it was understood of all men • and moreover, it certainly 
does offer, upon lower levels, a strangely exact parallel to the 
sequence of states in which man's spiritual consciousness unfolds 
itself, and which form the consummation of the mystic life. 

It has been said that the constant use of such imagery by 
Christian mystics of the mediaeval period is traceable to the 
popularity of the Song of Songs, regarded as an allegory of the 
spintual hfe. I think that the truth lies rather m the opposite 
statement, namely, that the mystic l5)ved the Song of Songs 
because he there saw reflected, as in a mirror, the most secret 
experiences of his soul The sense of a desire that was insatiable, of 
a personal fellowship so real, inward, and intense that it could 
only be compared with the closest hnk of human love, of an inter- 
course that was no mere spintual self-indulgence, but was rooted 
in the primal duties and necessities of hfe — more, those deepest, 
most mtimate secrets of communion, those self-givmg ecstasies 
which all mystics know, but of which we, who are not mystics, 
may not speak — all these he found symbolized and suggested, 
their unendurable glories veiled m a merciful mist, in the poetry 
which man has invented to honour that august passion in which 
the merely human draws nearest to the divine. 

(The great saints who adopted and elaborated this symbolism, 
appl3nng it to their pure and ardent passion for the Absolute, were 
destitute of the prurient imagination which their modem com- 
mentators too often possess They were essentially pure of heart ; 
and when they “saw God" they were so far from confusmg that 
unearthly vision with the products of morbid sexuality, that the 
dangerous nature of the imagery which they employed did not 
occur to them They knew by experience the unique nature of 
spiritual love and no one can know anything about it in any 
other way ) 

Thus for St Bernard, throughout his deeply mystical sermons 
on the Song of Songs, the Divine Word is the Bridegroom, the 
human soul is the Bride but how different is the effect produced 
by his use of these symbols from that with which he has been 
charged by hostile critics > In the place of that "sensuous imagery” 
which IS so often and so earnestly deplored by those who have 
hardly a nodding acquaintance with the writings of the saints, we 
find images which mdeed have once been sensuous , but which ai;^r 
here anointed and ordained to a holy office, carried up, transmute*^’ 
and endowed with a radiant purity, an intense and spiritual life^^ 

*' ‘Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth ' M^o is it spea^ 
these words? It is the Bride, Who is the Bride? It is the Soiij 
thirsting for God. . . She who asks this is held by the bond oi 

love to him from whom she asks it Of aU the sentiments of nature, 
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this of love is the most excellent, especially when it is rendered 
back to Him who is the principle and fountain of it — that is, God 
Nor are there found any expressions equally sweet to signify the 
mutual affection between the Word of God and the soul, as those 
of Bridegroom and of Bride, inasmuch as between individuals 
who stand in such relation to each other aU thmgs are in common, 
and they possess nothing separate or divided They have one inheri- 
tance, one dwelling-place, one table, and they are in fact one flesh 
If, then, mutual love is especially befittmg to a biide and bride- 
groom, it IS not unfitting that the name of Bride is given to a soul 
which loves 

To women mystics of the Cathohc Church, familiar with the 
antique and poetic metaphor which called every cloistered nun 
the Bride of Christ, that crisis m their spiritual history in which 
they definitely vowed themselves to the service of Transcendent 
Reality seemed, naturally enough, the ventable betrothal of the 
soul Often, in a dynamic vision, they saw as in a picture the 
bmdmg vows exchanged between their spirits and their God ^ 
That further progress on the mystic way which brought with it a 
sharp and permanent consciousness of union with the Divine Will, 
the constant sustaining presence of a Divine Companion, became, 
by an extension of the original simile, Spiritual Marriage The 
elements of duty, constancy, irrevocableness, and loving obedi- 
ence involved in the mediaeval conception of the marriage tie, 
made it an apt image of a spiritual state m which humility, 
intimacy, and love were the dommant characteristics. There is 
really no need to seek a pathological explanation of these simple 
facts 3 Moreover with few exceptions, the descriptions of spiritual 
marriage which the great mystics have left are smgularly free 
from physical imagery “So mystenous is the secret,” says St 
Teresa, “and so sublime the favour that God thus bestows instan- 
taneously on the soul, that it feels a supreme dehght, only to be 
described by saying that our Lord vouchsafes for the moment to 
reveal to it His own heavenly glory in a far more subtle way than 
by any vision or spiritual dehght As far as can be understood, 
the soul, I mean the spirit of tins soul, is made one with God, who is 

‘ St Bernard, “Cantica Canticorum," Sermon vii For a further and excellent 
discussion of St Bernard’s mystical language, see Dom Cuthbert Butler, “Western 
M5fsticisra,'' 2nd ed , pp 160 seq > V%de mfra, Pt, II cap v 

3 Professor Pratt, by no means an enthusiastic witness, most justly obsen'es 
“There are several excellent reasons why the mystics almost inevitably make 
use of the language of human love m describing the joy of the love of God The 
first and simplest is this that they have no other language to use the mystic 
must make use of expressions drawn from earthly love to describe his experience, 
or give up the attempt of describing it at all It is the only way he has of even 
suggesting to the non-mystical what he has felt" ("The Religious Consciousness,” 
P. 418). ^ 
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Himself a spirit, and Who has been pleased to show certam persons 
how far His love for us extends m order that we ma}' praise His 
greatness. He has thus deigned to unite Himself to His creature . 
He has bound Hunsclf to her as firmly as two human beings are 
jomed in wedlock and inU never separate Himself from her 
The great Richard of St Victor, in one of his most splendid 
mystic^ treatises,* has given us perhaps the most darmg and 
detailed application of the symbohsm of marriage to the adven- 
tures of the spirit of man. He divides the "steep stairway of love," 
by which the contemplative ascends to union with the Absolute, 
into four stages. These he calls the betrothal, the marriage, the 
wedlock, and the fruitfulness of the soul 3 In the betrothal, he says, 
the soul "thirsts for the Beloved” ; that is to say, it longs to experi- 
ence the dehghts of Reality "The Spirit comes to the Soul, and 
seems sweeter than honey " It is conversion, the awakening to 
mystical truth , the kindhng of the passion for the Absolute "Then 
the Soul with pertinacity demands more” and because of her 
buriung desire she attams to pure contemplation, and so passes 
to the second degree of love In this she is "led in bridal” by the 
Beloved Ascending "above herself” m contemplation, she "sees 
the Sun of Righteousness.” She is now confirmed in the m 3 retic 
life; the irrevocable marriage vows are made between her spint 
and her God At this point she can "see the Beloved,” but "cannot 
yet come in to Him,” says Richard. This degree, as we shall see 
later, answers more or less to that w'hich other mystics call the 
Illuminative Way but any attempt to press these poetic symbols 
mto a cast-iron senes, and estabhsh exact parallels, is foredoomed 
to failure, and will merely succeed m robbing them of their frag- 
rance and suggestive power In Richard's "third stage,” however, 
that of union, or wedlock, it is clear that the soul enters upon the 
"Unitive Way ” She has passed the stages of ecstatic and signifi- 
cant events, and is initiated into the Life She is "deified,” "passes 
utterly into God, and is glorified m Him” is transfigured, he says, 
by immediate contact with the Divine Substance, mto an utterly 
different quality of being "Thus,” says St John of the Cross, 
"the soul, when it shall have driven away from itself all that is 
contrary to the divine will, becomes transformed in God by love ”4 
"The Soul,” says Richard agam, "is utterly concentrated on the 
One ” She is "caught up to the divme light ” The expression of 

' “El CastiUo Inlenor,” Moradas Sfitunas, cap 11 

• ‘T)e Quatuor Gradibus Violentae Chantatis" (Migne, Patrologia Latina, vol. 
cxcvi col 1207) 

3 “In pnmo gradu fit desponsatio, m secundo nuptiae, in tertio copula, in 
quarto puerpenum De quarto dicitur, Concepimus, et quasi pditunvimus et 
pepenmus spiritum" (Isa xviii 26) {Op n{,i2i6, D) 

4 “Subida del Monte Carmelo," lu. cap. v. 
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the personal passion, the intimate relation, here rises to its height 
But this IS not enough Where most mystical diagrams leave off, 
Richard of St Victor’s "steep stairway of Love” goes on with the 
result that this is almost the only symbohc system bequeathed to 
us by the great contemplatives m which all the imphcations 
contained m the idea of the spiritual mamage have been worked 
out to their term He saw clearly that the union of the soul with 
its Source could not be a barren ecstasy That was to mistake a 
means for an end; and tP frustrate the whole intention of life, 
which is, on all levels, fruitful and creative. Therefore he says 
that m the fourth degree, the Bride who has been so greatly 
honoured, caught up to such unspeakable dehght, sinks her own 
will and "is humiliated below herself.” She accepts the pains and 
duties in the place of the raptures of love, and becomes a source, 
a "parent" of fresh spiritual hfe The Sponsa Dei develops into 
the Mater Divints graticB That imperative need of hfe, to push on, 
to create, to spread, is here seen operatmg in the spiritual sphere. 
This forms that rare and final stage in the evolution of the great 
mystics, in which they return to the world which they forsook, 
and there live, as it were, as centres of transcendental energy, the 
creators of spiritual families, the partners and fellow-labourers 
with the Divine Life ^ 


III 

We come now to the symbols which have been adopted b5' those 
mystics in whom temperamental consciousness of their own 
imperfection, and of the unutterable perfection of the Absolute 
Life for which they longed, has overpowered all other aspects 
of man's quest of reality The "seek, and ye shall find" of the 
pilgrim, the "by Love shall He be gotten andholden” of the bride, 
can never seem an adequate description of experience to minds 
of this type They are intent on the inexorable truth which must 
be accepted in some form by both these classes : the crucial fact 
that "we behold that which we are,” or, in other words, that 
"only the Real can know Reahty ” Hence the state of the inward 
man, the “unrealness” of him when 3udged by any transcendental 
standard, is their centre of interest His rem^ing or regeneration 
appears to them as the primal necessity, if he is ever to obtain 
rights of citizenship in the "country of the soul ” 

We have seen that this idea of the New Birth, the remaking or 
transmutation of the self, clothed m many different symbols, 
runs through the whole of mysticism and much of theology It 
is the mystic’s subjective reading of those necessary psychological 
‘ Vide infra, pt 11 caps, 1 and x. 
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and moral changes which he observes within himself as his 
spiritual consciousness grows His hard work of renunciation, of 
detachment from the things which that consciousness points out 
as illusory or impure, his purifications and trials, all form part of 
it. If that which is whole or perfect is to come, then that which is 
in part must be done away ; "for in what measure we put off the 
creature, in the same measure are we able to put on the Creator, 
neither more nor less."' 

Of all the symbolic systems m which this truth has been en- 
shrmed none is so complete, so pictuifesque, and now so httle 
understood as that of the “Hermetic Philosophers” or Spiritual 
Alchemists. This fact would itself be suf&cient to justify us in 
examimng some of the chief features of their symbohsm There 
is a further excuse for this apparently eccentric proceeding, how- 
ever, in the fact that the language of alchemy was largely — though 
not always accurately and consistently — ^used by the great mystic 
Jacob Boehme, and after him by his English disciple, WiUiam 
Law. Without, then, some knowledge of the terms which they 
employed, but seldom explamed, the writings of this important 
school can hardly be understood 

The alchemic symbols, especially as applied to the mystic life, 
are full of an often dehberate obscurity, which makes their exact 
mterpretation a controversial matter at the best Moreover, the 
authors of the vanous Hermetic writings do not always use them 
in the same sense, and whilst many of these writmgs are un- 
doubtedly mystical, others clearly deal with the physical quest of 
gold’ nor have we any sure standard by which to divide class from 
class. The elements from which the spiritual alchemists built up 
their allegories of the mystic life are, however, easily grasped : and 
these elements, with the significance generally attributed to them, 
are as much as those who are not speciahsts can hope to unravel 
from this very tangled skein First, there are the metals, of course 
the obvious matenals of physical alchemy These are usually 
called by the names of their presiding planets thus in Hermetic 
language Luna means silver, Sol gold, etc Then there is the 
Vessel, or Athanor, in which the transmutation of base metal to 
gold took place an object whose exact nature is veiled m much 
mystery. The Fire, and various solvents and waters, pecuhar to 
the difierent alchemistic recipes, complete the apparatus neces- 
sary to the "Great Work ” 

The process of this work, sometimes described in chemical, 
and sometimes m astrological terms, is more often than not dis- 
guised m a strange heraldic and zoological symbohsm dealing 
with Lions, Dragons, Eagles, Vultures, Ravens and Doves, which, 

» “Theologia Gennanica," cap 1 
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delightful m its picturesqueness, is unequalled in its power of 
confusing the anxious and unwary inquirer It is also the subject 
of innumerable and deliberate allegones, which were supposed to 
convey its secrets to the elect, whilst most certamly concealing 
them from the crowd Hence it is that the author of “A Short 
Enquiry concerning the Hermetic Art” speaks for all investigators 
of this subject when he describes the ‘‘Hermetic science” as a 
“great Lab5ainth, m which are abundance of enquirers rambling 
to this day. many of them undiscerned by one another ” Like 
him, I too "have taken several Turns m it myself, wherein one 
shall meet with very few , for ’tis so large, and almost every one 
taking a different Path, that they seldom meet But finding it a 
very melancholy place, I resolved to get out of it, and rather 
content myself to walk m the bttle garden before the entrance, 
where many things, though not all, were orderly to be seen 
Choosing rather to stay there, and contemplate on the Metaphor 
set up, than venture agam mto the wilderness 

Coming, then, to the "contemplation of the Metaphor set up," 
— by far the most judicious course for modern students of the 
Hermetic art — we observe first that the prime object of alchemy 
was held to be the production of the Philosopher’s Stone, that 
perfect and mcorrupt substance or "noble Tmeture,” never found 
upon our imperfect earth in its natural state, which could purge 
all baser metals of their dross, and turn them to pure gold The 
quest of the Stone, m fact, was but one aspect of man's everlasting 
quest of perfection, his hunger for the Absolute, and hence an 
appropriate symbol of the mystic hfe. But this quest was not 
conducted m some far off transcendental kingdom It was prose- 
cuted m the Here and Now withm the physical world 
Gold, the Crowned Kmg, or Sol, as it is called m the planetary 
sjmibohsm of the alchemists, was their standard of perfection, 
the "Perfect Metal ” Towards it, as the Christian towards sanctity, 
their wills were set It had for them a value not sordid but ideal 
Nature, they thought, is always trying to make gold, this incoi- 
ruptible and perfect thing; and the other metals are merely the 
results of the frustration of her original design Nor is this aiming 
at perfection and achieving of imperfection limited to the physical 
world Quod supenus, stout quod mferius. Upon the spiritual plane 
also they held that the Divine Idea is always aiming at “Spiritual 
Gold” — divine humamty, the New Man, citizen of the transcen- 
dental world — ^and "natural man” as we ordinarily know him is a 
lower metal, silver at best He is a departure from the "plan,” who 
yet bears within himself, if we could find it, the spark or seed of 
absolute perfection the "tincture” which makes gold "The 

» “A. Short Enquiry Concerning the Hermetic Art,” p. 29. 
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smattering I have of the Philosopher's Stone,” says Sir Thomas 
Browne, "(which is something more than the perfect exaltation 
of gold) hath taught me a great deal of dmmty, and instructed 
my belief how that immortal spirit and incorruptible substance 
of my soul may he obscure, and sleep awhile withm this house of 
flesh.”^ This "incorruptible substance” is man’s goldness, his 
perfect prmciple: for "the highest mineral virtue resides in Man,” 
says Albertus Magnus, "and God may be found everywhere.”* 
Hence the prosecution of a spintual chemistry is a proper part of 
the true Hermetic science. ’ 

The art of the alchemist, whether spiritual or physical, consists 
in completing the work of perfection, bringing forth and makmg 
dommant, as it were, the "latent goldness” which "hes obscure” 
in metal or man. The ideal adept of alchemy was therefore an 
"auxihary of the Eternal Goodness ” By his search for the "Noble 
Tincture" which should restore an imperfect world, he became a 
partner in the busmess of creation, assistmg the Cosmic Plan. 
Thus the proper art of the Spiritual Alchemist, with whom alone 
we are here concerned, was the production of the spiritual and 
only vahd tincture or Philosopher’s Stone, the mystic seed of 
transcendental hfe which should invade, tinge, and wholly trans- 
mute the imperfect self mto spiritual gold That this was no fancy 
of seventeenth-century allegonsts, but an idea famihar to many of 
the oldest writers upon alchemy — ^whose quest was truly a spiritual 
search mto the deepest secrets of the soul — ^is proved by the words 
which brmg to an end the first part of the antique "Golden Treatise 
upon the Makmg of the Stone,” sometimes attributed to Hermes 
Tnsmegistus "This, O Son,” says that remarkable tract, "is the 
Concealed Stone of Many Colours, which is born and brought 
forth in one colour; know this and conceal it ... it leads from 
darkness mto light, from this desert wilderness to a secure habita- 
tion, and from poverty and straits to a free and ample fortune ”3 

Man, then, was for the alchemists "the true laboratory of the 
Hermetic art” , which concealed m an entanglement of vague and 
contradictory symbols the life-process of his ascension to that 
perfect state m which he was able to meet God This state must 
not be confused with a merely moral purity, but is to be under- 
stood as mvolving utter transmutation mto a "new form.” It 

' “Behgio Medici," pt 1 

> “A Suggestive Enquiry into the Hermetic Mystery," p 143 This rare and 
curious study of spiritual alchemy was the anonymous work of the late Mis 
Atwood She attempted to suppress it soon after publication under the impression 
— common amongst mystics of a certain type — that she had revealed matters 
which might not be spoken of, as Coventry Patmore for the same reason destroyed 
his masterpiece, “Sponsa Dei " 

3 Quoted in “A Suggestive Enquiry into the Hermetic Mystery," p 107 The 
whole of the “Golden Treatise" will be found set out m this work 
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naturally followed from this that the indwelhng Christ, the "Comer 
Stone,” the Sun of Righteousness, became, for many of the Chris- 
tian alchemists, identified with the Lapis Phtlosophorum and with 
Sol: and was regarded both as the image and as the earnest of 
this "great work ” His spirit was the "noble tincture” which "can 
bring that which is lowest in the death to its highest ornament or 
glory ,”' transmuting the natural to the supernatural, operating the 
"New Birth ” "This,” says Boehme, "is the noble precious Stone 
(Lapis Philosophorum), the Philosopher's Stone, which the ilagi 
(or wise men) find which? tinctureth nature, and generateth a new 
son m the old He w'ho findeth that, esteemeth more highly of it 
than of this (outward) world For the Son is many thousand times 
greater than the Father " Agam, “If you take the spirit of the 
tincture, then mdeed you go on a way m which tnany have found 
Sol, but they have followed on the way to the heart of Sol, where 
the spirit of the heavenly tmcture hath laid hold on them, and 
brought them mto the hberty, into the Majesty, where they have 
Known the Noble Stone, Lapis Philosophorum, the Philosopher's 
Stone, and have stood amazed at man’s blmdness, and seen his 
labouring m vain Would you fain find the Noble Stone ? Behold, 
we will show it you plain enough, if you be a Magus, and worthy, 
else you shall remain blind still* therefore fall to work thus for 
it hath no more but three numbers First tell from one till you come 
to the Cross, which is ten (X) and there lieth the Stone without 
any great painstaking, for it is pure and not defiled with any 
earthly nature ” 

"In this stone there lieth hidden, whatsoever God and the 
Eternity, also heaven, the stars and elements contain and are able 
to do There never was from eternity anything better or more 
precious than this, and it is offered by God and bestowed upon 
man, every one may have it . it is in a simple form, and hath 
the power of the whole Deity in it 

Boehme is here using alchemic symbols, accordmg to his 
custom, m a loose and artistic manner, for the true Hermetic 
Philosopher’s Stone is not something which can be found but 
somethmg which must be made The alchemists, whether their 
search be for a physical or a spiritual "tincture,” say always that 
this tincture is the product of the furnace and Athanor * and further 
that it IS composed of "three numbers” or elements, which they 
call Sulphur, Salt, and Mercury. These, when found, and forced 
mto the proper combination, form the "Azoth” or "Philosopher's 
Egg” — the stuff or First Matter of the Great Work Sulphur, Salt, 

» Jacob Boehme, “The Threefold Life of Man,” cap. iv § 23 

* Boehme, “The Threefold Life of Man," cap vi § 98, cap x, §§ 3, 4, mid 
cap xiii §1. 
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and Mercury, however, must not be understood m too literal a 
sense. "You need not look for our metalhr seed among the 
elements,” says Basil the Monk, "it need not be sought so far back 
If you can only rectify the Mercury, Sulphur, and Salt (understand 
those of the sages) until the metalhc spirit and body are inseparably 
joined together by means of the metallic soul, you thereby firmly 
nvet the chain of love and prepare the palace for the Coronation.”^ 

Of these three mgredients, the important one is the spintual 
principle, the unseizable Mercury; which is far from bemg the 
metal which we ordinarily know by \hat name The Mercury 
which the alchemists sought — often m strange places — is a hidden 
and powerful substance. They call it "Mercury of the Wise” , and 
he who can discover it, they say, is on the way towards success 
The reader m search of mystical wisdom already begms to be 
bewildered , but if he persevere in this labyrinth of symbohsm, he 
presently discovers — as Basil the Monk indeed hints — that the 
Sulphur and the Salt, or "metalhc soul and body” of the spiritual 
chemistry, represent something analogous to the body and mmd 
of man — Sulphur his earthly nature, seasoned with intellectual 
Salt. The Mercury is Spmt in its most mystic sense, the Synteresis 
or holy Dweller in the Innermost, the immanent spark or Divine 
Principle of his life Only the "wise,” the mystically awakened, 
can know this Mercury, the agent of man’s transmutation and 
until it has been discovered, brought out of the hiddenness, nothing 
can be done "This Mercury or Snowy Splendour, is a Celesti^ 
Body drawn from the beams of the Sun and the Moon It is the 
only Agent in the world for this art ”» It is the divine-human 
"spark of the soul,” the bridge between Gold and Silver, God 
and man. 

The Three Principles bemg enclosed in the vessel, or Athanor, 
which IS man himself, and subjected to a gentle fire — the Incen- 
dtum Amons — ^the process of the Great Work, the mystic trans- 
mutation of natural into spiritual man, can begin This work, hke 
the mgredients which compose it, has "three numbers”’ and the 
first matter, m the course of its transmutation, assumes three 
successive colours the Black, the White, and the Red These three 
colours are clearly analogous to the three traditional stages of the 
Mystic Way Purgation, Illummation, Union 

The alchemists caU the first stage, or Blackness, Putrefaction. 
In it the three prmciples which compose the "whole man” of body, 
soul and spirit, are "sublimated” till they appear as a black 
powder full of corruption, and the imperfect body is "dissolved and 
purified by subtle Mercury”, as man is purified by the darkness, 

* “The ColdenTnpod of the MonkBasjlius Valentinus" ("TheHenneticMuseum," 
vol 1 p 319) * “A Shoit Enquiry Concerning the Hermetic Art," p. 17. 

L 
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misery, and despair which follows the emergence of his spiritual 
consciousness As psychic uproar and disorder seems part nf the 
process of mental growth, so “Solve et coagula ” — ^break down that 
you may build up — is the watchword of the spiritual alchemist 
The “black beast,” the passional element, of the low'er nature 
must emerge and be dealt with before anything further can be 
done “There is a black beast m our forest,” says the highly 
allegorical “Book of Lambspnng,” “his name is Putrefaction, 
his blackness is called the Head of the Raven , when it is cut off, 
Whiteness appears This“Whiteness, the state of Luna, or Silver, 
the “chaste and immaculate Queen,” is the equivalent of the Illu- 
minative Way the highest point which the mystic can attain 
short of union with the Absolute. This White Stone is pure, and 
precious, but in it the Great Work of man’s spiritual evolution 
has not 3'et reached its term. That term is the attainment of the 
Red, the colour of Perfection or alchemic gold, a process sometimes 
called the “Marriage of Luna and Sol” — the fusion of the human 
and divine spirit Under this image is concealed the final secret of 
the mystic hfe: that ineffable umon of finite and infinite — that 
loving reception of the mflowmg vitality of God — from which 
comes forth the Magnum Opus deified or spiritual man 

“This,” says the author of “A Suggestive Enquiry',” “is the 
union supersentient, the nuptials sublime. Mentis et Universi 
Lo' behold I will open to thee a mystery, cries the Adept, the 
bridegroom crowneth the bnde of the north \i e , she who comes 
out of the cold and darkness of the lower nature] In the darkness 
of the north, out of the crucifixion of the cerebral hfe, when the 
sensual doimnant is occultated m the Divine Fiat, and subdued, 
there arises a Light wonderfully about the summit, which wisely 
returned and multiplied accordmg to the Divme Blessing, is made 
substantial in life.”* 

I have said, that side by side with the metafile and planetary 
language of the alchemists, runs a strange heraldic symbolism 
m which they take refuge when they fear — generally without 
reason — that they are telhng their secrets too plamly to an 
unregenerate world Many of these heraldic emblems are used in 
an utterly irresponsible manner; and whilst doubtless conveying 
a meaning to the individual alchemist and the disciples for whom 
he wrote, are, and must ever be, umntefiigible to other men But 
others are of a more general apphcation ; and appear so frequently 
m seventeenth-century hterature, whether mystical or non- 
mystical, that some discussion of them may well be of use 

Perhaps the quaintest and most celebrated of all these afiegoiies 

■ “The Hennctic Museum," vol i p. 272. 

* “A Suggestive Enquiry," p 345 
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is that which describes the quest of the Philosopher’s Stone as the 
hunting of the Green Lion The Green Lion, though few would 
divine it, is the First Matter of the Great Work • hence, in spiritual 
alchemy, natural man m his wholeness — Salt, Sulphur, and 
Mercury in their crude state. He is called green because, seen from 
the transcendent standpomt, he is still unnpe, his latent powers 
undeveloped; and a Lion, because of his strength, fierceness, and 
virOity. Here the common opmion that a pious effeminacy, a 
diluted and amiable spuituahty, is the, proper raw material of the 
mystic hfe, is emphatically contradicted It is not by the educa- 
tion of the lamb, but by the hunting and taming of the wild 
intractable lion, instinct with vitality, full of ardour and courage, 
exhibiting heroic quahties on the sensual plane, that the Great 
Work is achieved The hves of the saints enforce the same law. 

"Our lyon wanting matuntie 
Is called greene for his uiinpeness trust me: 

And yet full quickly he can run, 

And soon can overtake the Sun 

The Green Lion, then, in his strength and wholeness is the only 
creature potentially able to attam Perfection It needs the adop- 
tion and purification of all the wealth and resources of man's 
nature, not merely the encouragement of his transcendental 
tastes, if he is to "overtake the Sun" and achieve the Great Work. 
The Kmgdom of Heaven is taken by violence, not by amiable 
aspiration "The Green Lion," says one alchemist, "is the pnest 
by whom Sol and Luna are wed." In other words, the raw stuff 
of indomitable human nature is the means by which man is to 
attam union with the Absolute The duty of the alchemist, the 
transmuting process, is therefore descnbed as the huntmg of 
the Green Lion through the forest of the sensual world He, like 
the Hound of Heaven, is on a love chase down the nights and 
down the days 

When the hon is caught, when Destiny overtakes it, its head 
must be cut off as the preliminary to the necessary taming process 
This IS called by the alchemists "the head of the Raven," the Crow, 
or the Vulture, "for its blackness ” It represents the fierce and 
corrupt hfe of the passions and its removal is that "death of the 
lower nature" which is the object of aU asceticism — t e , Purgation 
The hon, the whole man. Humanity in its strength, is as it were 
“slam to the world,” and then resuscitated, but m a very different 
shape. By its passage through this mystic death or the “putre- 

* See “A Short Enquiry, ” p 17, and “A Suggestive Enquiry,” pp 297 et seg , 
where the rh3nned Alchemic tract called “Huntmg the Greene Lyon” is printed 
in full > Op ctl 
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faction of the Three Pnnciples" the "colour of unnpeness” is 
taken away Its taming completed, it receives wings, wherewith 
It may fly up to Sol, the Perfect or Di\ine, and 1= transmuted, say 
the alchemists, into the Red Dragon This is to us a hopelessly 
grotesque image but to the Hermetic philosophers, whose sense 
of wonder was uncorrupt, it was the deeply mystical emblem of a 
new, strange, and transcendental hfe, powerful alike in earth and 
in heaven As the angel to the man, so was the dragon to the world 
of beasts a creature of splendour and terror, a super-brute, 
ventably existent if seldom seen We reahze something of the 
significance of this symbol for the alchemic writers, if w e remember 
how sacred a meaning it has for the Chmese to whom the dragon 
IS the traditional emblem of free spintual life, as the tiger repre- 
sents the hfe of the matenal plane in its mtensest form Since it 
is from China that alchemy is supposed to have reached the 
European world, it may yet be found that the Red Dragon 
is one of the most antique and sigmficant sjTnbols of the 
Hermetic Art 

For the Spiritual Chemistry, then, the Red Dragon represents 
Deified Man, whose emergence must alwrays seem like the birth 
of some monstrous and amazing creature when seen from the 
standpoint of the merely natural world With his commg forth, 
the busmess of the alchemist, in so far as he be a mystic, is done 
Man has transcended his lower nature, has received wings where- 
with to live on higher levels of reality The Tincture, the latent 
goldness, has been found and made dommant, the Magnum Opus 
achieved That the true and mward busmess of that Work, when 
stnpped of its many emblematic veils, was indeed the reordenng 
of spiritual rather than material elements, is an opmion which 
rests on a more soLd foundation than personal interpretations of 
old allegories and alchemic tracts The Noninch physician — 
himself deeply read in the Hermetic science — ^has declared to us 
his own certainty concerning it in few but lovely w'ords In them 
is contained the true mystery of man's eternal and mtenor quest 
of the Stone its reconcihation with that other, outgomg quest of 
I “the Hidden Treasure that desires to be found ’’ 

"Do but extract from the corpulency of bodies, or resolve thmgs 
beyond their First Matter, and you discover the habitation of 
Angels which, if I call it the ubiquitary and omnipresent Essence 
of God, I hope I shaU not offend Divmity.'’‘ 

> Sir Thomas Browne, “Religio Medici," pt 1 



CHAPTER VII 


MYSTICISM AND MAGIC 


Persistence of occultism — It accompanies mystical activity — ^is often confused 
with it — Its claim stated and criticized — Its hmits — It does not attain the Absolute 
— ^It influences all religion and some science — It is based on psychological laws — 
Its aim IS to enlarge man's universe — Its method is enhancement of the will — 
Modern magic — “New" Thought — The doctrines of Magic — ^Eliphas Levi — 
Hermes Tnsmegistus — ^Tliree occult dogmas — (i) The Astral Light — antiquity 
of this idea — The Cosmic memory — ^The “universal agent" — (2) The Power of 
the Will — Occult education — a le-making of character — Magic ceremonies 
agents of will-enhancement — addressed to the subconscious mind — Value of 
Symbols — they are (a) instruments of self-suggestion (6) autoscopes — (3) The 
Doctrme of Analogy — Its breadth of application — in mysticism — in art — ^Ab- 
normal power of the trained will 01 er the body — in religion — in evokmg 
transcendental consciousness — Mental healing purely magical — The theory of 
magic — ^its defects — ^its influence on character — ^Magic and religion — Occult 
elements in Christianity — Ceremonial religion contains magical elements — ^This 
IS mevitable 

I T IS unnecessary to e.Yanmie m detail the mistakes — in 
ecclesiastical language, the heresies — into which men have been 
led by a feeble, a deformed, or an arrogant mystical sense 
The number of these mistakes is countless; their wildness almost 
inconceivable to those who have not been forced to study them. 
Too often the loud voices and strange declarations of their apostles 
have drowned the quieter accents of the orthodox. 

It seems as though the moment of puberty were far more 
cntical m the spiritual than it is m the physical life the ordinal^' 
dangers of adolescence being mtensified when they appear upon the 
higher levels of consciousness In the condition of psychic insta- 
bility which IS characteristic of his movement to new states, man 
IS unusually at the mercy of the suggestions and impressions which 
he receives Hence in every period of true mystical activity we 
find an outbreak of occultism, illuminism, or other perverted 
spirituality and — even more dangerous and confusing for the 
student — a borderland region where the mystical and psychical 
meet In the youth of the Christian Church, side by side with 
genume mysticism descending from the Johanmne writmgs or 
brought m by the Christian Neoplatomsts, we have the arrogant 
and disorderly transcendentalism of the Gnostics . their attempted 
fusion of the ideals of mysticism and magic During the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance there are the spurious mysticism of the 
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Brethren of the Free Spirit, the occult propaganda of Paracelsus, 
the Rosicrucians, the Christian Kahalists, and the innumerable 
pantheistic, Manichean, mystery-makmg, and Qmetist heresies 
which made viar upon Cathohc tradition In the modem world. 
Theosophy m its various forms is probably the most widespread 
and respectable representative of the occult tradition 

The root idea from which these varied behefs and practices 
develop is always the same , and, smce nght doctrine is often most 
easily defined by contrast y^ith its opposite, its study is hkety to 
help us to fix more precisely the tme characters of mysticism 
Lea^g therefore the specifically mystical error of Quietism until 
we come to the detailed discussion of the contemplative states, 
we will consider here some of those other supernormal activities 
of the self which we have already agreed to classify as magic 
and learn through them more of those hidden and half-compre- 
hended forces which she has at her command 
The word "magic” is out of fashion, though its spirit was never 
more widely diffused than at the present time Thanks to the 
gradual debasement of the verbal currency, it suggests to the 
ordinary reader the production of optical illusions and other 
parlour tricks It has dragged with it m its faU the terrific verb 
"to conjure,” which, forgetting that it once undertook to compel 
the spirits of men and angels, is now content to produce rabbits 
from top-hats These facts would have httle importance, were it 
not that modem occultists — annoyed, one supposes, by this abuse 
of their ancient title — constantly arrogate to their tenets and 
practices the name of "Mystical Science." Vaughan, m his rather 
supercihous survey of the mystics, classed all forms of white 
magic, alchemy, and occult philosophy as "theurgic mysticism,”* 
and, on the other side of the shield, the occultists display an in- 
creasing eagerness to claim the mystics as masters m their school * 
Even the "three-fold way” of mysticism has been adopted by them 
and relabelled "Probation, Enhghtenment, Initiation ”3 
In our search for the characteristics of mysticism we have 
already marked the boundary which separates it from magic 
and tried to define the true nature and intention of occult phil- 
osophy 4 We saw that it represented the instinctive human "desire 
to know more” applied to suprasensible things For good or lU 
this desire, and the occult sciences and magic arts which express it, 
have haunted humanity from the earhest times No student of man 


' R A Vaughan, “Hours with the Mystics," vol 1 bk 1 ch v 
* In a list published by Papus from the archives of the Hartinists, we find such 
diverse names as Averroes, St Thomas Aquinas, Vmcent of ]^auvai5, and 
Swedenborg, given as followers of the occult tradition* 

3 See R Steiner, “The Way of Initiation," pm 4 Supra, pp 70 seq 
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can neglect their investigation, however distasteful to his inteUi- 
gence their superficial absurdities may be. The starting-point of 
all magic, and of all magical religion — the best and purest of 
occult activities — is, as in mysticism, man’s inextinguishable 
conviction that there are other planes of being than those 
which his senses report to him, and its proceedings represent 
the mtellectual and individualistic results of this conviction 
—his craving for the hidden knowledge It is, in the eyes 
of those who really practise it, a moyen de parvemr not the 
performance of illicit tricks, but a serious attempt to solve the 
riddle of the world Its result, according to a modern writer upon 
occult philosophy, "comprises an actual, positive, and realizable 
knowledge concerning the worlds which we denommate invisible, 
because they transcend the imperfect and rudimentary faculties 
of a partially developed humamty, and concernmg the latent 
potentialities which constitute — by the fact of their latency — ^the 
interior man In more strictly philosophical language, the Hermetic 
science is a method of transcending the phenomenal world and 
attaming to the reahty which is behind phenomena 
Though fragments of this enormous claim seem able to justify 
themselves m experience, the whole of it cannot be admitted.The 
last phrase in particular is identical with the promise which we 
have seen to be characteristic of mysticism It presents magic as 
a pathway to reality, a promise which it caimot fulfil, for the 
mere transcending of phenomena does not entail the attainment 
of the Absolute. Magic even at its best extends rather than escapes 
the boundaries of the phenomenal world It stands, where genuine, 
for that form of transcendentalism which does abnormal thmgs, 
but does not lead anywhere and we are hkely to fall victims to 
some kind of magic the moment that the declaration "I want to 
know" ousts the declaration "I want to be" from the chief place 
in our consciousness The true "science of ultimates" must be a 
science of pure Bemg, for reasons which the reader is now in a 
position to discover for himseh But magic is merely a system 
whereby the self tries to assuage its transcendental curiosity by 
extending the activities of the will beyond their usual limits; 
sometimes, accordmg to its own account, obtainmg by this means 
an experimental knowledge of planes of existence usually — ^but 
maccurately — regarded as "supernatural " 

Even this modified claim needs justification For most persons who 
do not specialize in the eccentric sciences the occultist can only be 
said to exist m either the commercial or the academic sense The 
fortune-teller represents one class; the annotator of improper 
gnmotres the other In neither department is the thing supposed 
' A E. Waite, “The Occult Sciences," p. i. 
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to be taken seriously . it is merely the means of obtaining money, 
or of assuaging a rather morbid cunosity 

Such a view is far from accurate In magic, whether regarded 
as a superstition or a science, we have at any rate the survival of a 
great and ancient tradition, the true meaning of whose title should 
hardly have been lost in a Christian country, for it claims to be 
the science of those Magi whose quest of the symbohc Blazing 
Star brought them once, at least, to the cradle of the Incarnate 
God Its laws, and the ceremonial ntes which express those laws, 
have come down from immemorial antiquity They appear to 
enshrine a certain definite knowledge, and a large number of less 
definite theories, concerning the sensual and supersensual worlds, 
and concerning powers which man, according to occult thinkers, 
may develop if he will Orthodox persons should be careful how 
they condemn the laws of magic for they unwittingly conform to 
many of them whenever they go to church AU ceremonial religion 
contains some elements of magic The art of medicine will never 
W'holly cast it off many centuries ago it gave birth to that which 
we now call modern science It seems to possess inextinguishable 
hfe. This IS not surprismg when we perceive how firmly occultism 
IS rooted in psychology how perfectly it is adapted to certain 
perenmal characteristics of the human mmd — its curiosity, its 
arrogance, its love of mystery. 

Magic, in its uncorrupted form, claims to be a practical, intel- 
lectual, highly mdividuahstic science; working towards the declared 
end of enlarging the sphere on which the human will can work, 
and obtaming experimental knowledge of planes of being usually 
regarded as transcendental It is the last descendant of a long 
hne of teaching — ^the whole teachmg, m fact, of the mysteries of 
Egypt and Greece — ^which offered to initiate man into a certain 
secret knowledge and understandmg of things "In every man,” 
says a modern occultist, "there are latent faculties by means of 
which he can acquire for himself knowledge of the higher worlds 
as long as the human race has existed there have always been 
schools in which those who possessed these higher faculties gave 
instruction to those who were m search of them Such are called 
the occult schools, and the instruction which is imparted therein 
is called esoteric science or the occult teaching 

These occult schools, as they exist m the present day, state 
their doctrine in terms which seem distressingly prosaic to the 
romantic inquirer , borrowing from physics and psychology theories 
of vibration, attraction, mental suggestion and subconscious 
activity which can be reapplied for their own purposes According 
to its modern teachers, magic is simply an extension of the theory 

' Steiner, “The Way of Initiation," p 66 



MYSTICISM AND MAGIC 153 

and practice of vohtion beyond the usual limits The will, says 
the occultist, is king, not only of the House of Life, but of the 
universe outside the gates of sense It is the key to “man limitless” , 
the true "ring of Gyges," which can control the forces of nature, 
known and unknown This aspect of occult philosophy informs 
much of the cheap American transcendentalism which is so 
lightly miscalled mystical by its teachers and converts, Menti- 
citure, "New" or "Higher Thought," and the scriptures of the 
so-called “New Consciousness ” The ingenious authors of "Volo,” 
"The Will to be Well," and "Just How to* Wake the Solar Plexus," 
the seers who assure their eager disciples that by "Concentration” 
they may acquire not only health, but also that wealth which is 
“health of circumstance," are no mystics They are magicians , and 
teach, though they know it not, httle else but the cardinal doctnnes 
of Hermetic science, omitting only their picturesque ceremonial 
accompaniments . ‘ 

These cardinal doctrines, in fact, have varied httle since their 
first appearance early m the world’s history though, like the 
doctrines of theology, they have needed re-statement from time 
to time. In discussing them I shall quote chiefly from the works of 
Eliphas Levi , the pseudon)^! imder which Alphonse Louis 
Constant, the most readable occult philosopher of the nineteenth 
century^ offered his conclusions to the world 

The tradition of magic, like most other ways of escape which 
man has offered to his own soul, appears to have originated in the 
East. It was formulated, developed, and preserved by the rehgion 
of Egypt. It made an early appearance in that of Greece It has 
its legendary grand master in Hermes Trismegistus, who gave to it 
its official name of Hermetic Science, and whose status in occultism 
is much the same as that occupied by Moses in the tradition 
of the Jews Fragmentary writings attributed to this personage, 
and said to be derived from the Hermetic books, are the primitive 
senptures of occultism and the probably spurious Table of 
Emerald, which is said to have been discovered in his tomb, ranks 
as the magician’s Table of Stone ^ In Gnosticism, in the allegories 
of the Kabalah, in theosophy, in secret associations which still 
exist in England, France, and Germany — and even m certain 
practices embedded in the ceremonial of the Christian Church — 

' See E Towne, “Joy Philosophy" (1903) and “Just How to Wake the Solar 
Plexus" (1904), R D Stocker, “New Thought Manual" (1906) and “Soul 
Culture" (1905), Floyd Wilson, “Man Limitless" (1905) The literature of these 
sects IS enormous For a critical and entertaining account, see C W Ferguson, 
“The Confusion of Tongues " (1929) 

• It must here be pointed out that the genuine “Hermetica" — a body of ancient 
philosophic and religious pieces collected under this general title — are entirely 
unconnected with occultism Cf "Hermetica," ed with English translahon by 
W Scott 3 vols 1924-8. 
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the mam conceptions which constitute the "secret wisdom” of 
magical tradition have wandered down the centuries. The baser 
off-shoots of that tradition are but too wcU known, and need not 
be particularized ^ 

Like the world which it professes to interpret, magic has a body 
and a soul" an outward vesture of words and ceremonies and an 
inner doctrme The outward vesture, which is all that the uniniti- 
ated are permitted to perceive, consists of a series of confusing and 
often ndiculous symbolic veils of strange words and numbers, 
grotesque laws and ritual acts, personifications and mystifications 
The outward vestures of our rehgious, political, and social systems 
— ^which would probably appear equally irrational to a wholly 
Ignorant yet critical observer — offer an instructive parallel to 
this aspect of occult philosophy Stripped of these archaic formulae, 
symbols, and mystery-mongenngs, however, magic as described by 
its apologists, IS found to rest upon three fundamental axioms 
which can hardly be dismissed as ridiculous by those who listen 
respectfully to the ever-shifting hypotheses of psychology and 
physics 

(i) The first axiom declares the existence of an imponderable 
"medium” or "universal agent,” which is described as beyond the 
plane of our normal sensual perceptions yet mterpenelratmg and 
bmding up the material world This agent, which is not luminous 
and has nothing to do with the stars, is known to the occultists 
by the unfortunate name of "Astral Light" a term originally 
borrowed from the Martinists by Eliphas Levi To live in 
conscious communication with the "Astral Light" is to live upon 
the "Astral Plane,” or in the Astral World: to have achieved, 
that IS to say, a new level of consciousness. The education of the 
occultist IS directed towards this end 

This doctrine of the Astral Plane, like most of our other dia- 
grams of the transcendent, possesses a respectable ancestry, and 
many prosperous relations in the world of philosophic thought 
Traces of it may even be detected under veils in the speculations 
of orthodox physics It is really identical withrWie “Archetypal 
World” or Yasod of the Kabalah — the ^eUlect Land" of old 
Egyptian religion — in which the true or s^it forms of all created 
things are held to exist It may be conneofe with the “real world” 
described by such visionaries as Boehm^nd Blake, many of whose 

' A E Waite, a life-long student of these byemys of thought, gives, as the mam 
channels by which “an arcane knowledge is belied to have been communicated 
to the West,” Magic, Alchemy, Astrology, occult associations which cul- 
minated in Freemasonry, and, finally, "an otKure sheaf of hieroglyphs known as 
Tarot cards ” He places in another class “the Switchmen ts and other mummeries 
of Ceremonial Magic " ("The Holy Kabbalaly' pp 518-19 ) 
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experiences are far more occult than mystical m character* A 
persistent tiaditioii as to the existence of such a plane of being 
or of consciousness is found all over the world : in Indian, Greek, 
Eg5^tian, Celtic, and Jewish thought “Above this visible nature 
there exists another, unseen and eternal, which, when all things 
created perish, does not perish,” says the Bhagavad Gita Accord- 
ing to the Kabahsts it is “the seat of life and vitality, and the 
nourishment of all the world.”* Vitalism might accept it as one 
of those aspects of the universe which caij be perceived by a more 
extended rhythm than that of normal consciousness Various 
aspects of the Astral have been identified with the “Burning Body 
of the Holy Ghost" of Christian Gnosticism and with the Odic 
force of the old-fashioned spiritualists. 

Further, the Astral Plane is regarded as constitutmgthe "Cosmic 
Memory,” where the images of all bemgs and events are preserved, 
as they are preserved in the memory of man. 

"The high that proved too high, the heroic for earth too hard. 

The passion that left the ground to lose itself in the sky” — 

aU are living in the Astral World There too the concepts of future 
creation are present m their completeness in the Eternal Now, 
before being brought to birth in the material sphere On this 
theory prophecy, and also clairvoyance — one of the great objects 
of occult education — consist m opening the eyes of the mind upon 
this timeless Astral World and spirituahsts, evoking the phan- 
toms of the dead, merely call them up from the recesses of universal 
instead of individual remembrance The reader who feels his 
brain to be whirlmg amidst this medley of solemn statement and 
unproven fairy tale must remember that the dogmatic part of 
the occult tradition can only represent the attempt of an extended 
or otherwise abnormal consciousness to find an explanation of its 
own experiences 

Further, our whole selves — not merely our sentient selves— 
are regarded as being bathed m the Astr^ Light, as in the ether 
of physics Hence in occult language it is a "universal agent” 
coimectmg soul with soul, and becomes the possible vehicle of 
hypnotism, telepathy, clairvoyance, and all those supernormal 
phenomena which are the subject-matter of "psychical research.” 
This hypothesis also accounts for the confusing fact of an initial 
similarity of experience in many of the proceedings of mystic 
and occultist Both must pass through the plane of consciousness 
which the concept of the "Astral” represents, because this plane 

■ For a discussion of the Gnostic and Theosophic elements in Blake's vroik, 
see D Surat “Blake and Modern Thought” (1929) 

• A E Waite, “Doctrine and Literature of the Kabbalah,” p. 48, 
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of perception is the one which lies "next beyond” our normal life 
The transcendental faculties may become aware of this world, 
only, m the case of the mystic, to pass through it as quickly as they 
can But the occultist, the medium, the psychic, rest in the 
"Astral” and develop their perceptions of this aspect of the world 
It IS the medium in which they work 

From earliest times, occult philosophy has insisted on the 
existence of this medium as a scientific fact, outside the range of 
our normal senses, but ^susceptible of verification by the trained 
powers of the “initiate ” The possessor of such trained powers 
not the wizard or the fortune-teller, is regarded as the true 
magician and it is the declared object of occult education, 01 
initiation, to actualize this supersensual plane of experience, to 
give the student the power of entering into conscious communion 
wuth it, and teach him to impose upon its forces the directive 
force of his own wiU, as easily as he imposes that will upon the 
"material" things of sense * 

(2) This brings us to the second axiom of magic, which also 
has a curiously modern air for it postulates simply the limitless 
power of the disciplined human will This dogma has been "taken 
over” without aclmowledgment from occult philosophy to become 
the trump card of menticulture, "Christian Science,” and "New 
Thought ” The preachers of "Joy Philosophy” and other dilute 
forms of mental discipline, the Liberal Catholic “priest” producing 
"a vast bubble of etheric astromental matter, a thought-edifice, 
ethereal, diaphanous, a bubble which just includes the congrega- 
tion — these are the true hierophants of magic in the modern 
world 3 

The first lesson of the would-be magus is self-mastery "By 
means of persevering and gradual athletics,” says Eliphas Levi, 
"the powers of the body can be developed to an amazing extent 
It IS the same with the powers of the soul Would you govern 
yourself and others ^ Learn how to will. How may one learn how 
to wilP This is the first secret of magical initiation, and it was to 
make the foundations of this secret thoroughly understood that 
the antique keepers of the mysteries surrounded the approach to 
the sanctuary with so many terrors and illusions They did not 
believe in a will until it had given its proofs , and they were right 

' I offer no opinion as to the truth or falsity of these “occult" claims For a 
more detailed discussion the reader is referred to Steiner's curious little book, 
“The Way of Initiation ” 

* C W Leadbeater, “The Science of the Sacraments,” p 38 

3 Compare the following “Imagine that all the world and the starry hosts are 
waiting, alert and with shining eyes, to do your bidding Imagine that you are 
to touch the button now, and instantly they will spring to do the rest Ihe 
mstant you say, can and I imll,’ the entire powers of the universe are to be 
set m motion" (E Towne, “Joy Philosophy," p 52) 
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Strength cannot prove itself except by conquest. Idleness and 
negligence are the enemies of the will, and this is the reason why 
all religions have multiplied their practices and made their cults 
difficult and minute The more trouble one gives oneself for an 
idea, the more power one acquires m regard to that idea . . . Hence 
the power of religions resides entirely in the inflexible will of those 
who practise them.”* 

This last sentence alone is enough to define the distinction 
between mysticism and magic, and clear the minds of those who 
tend to confuse the mystic^ and magicaf elements of religion. In 
accordance with it, real "magical initiation” is in essence a form 
of mental discipline, strengthenmg and focussing the will This 
disciplme, Idee that of the rehgious life, consists partly in physical 
austerities and a deliberate divorce from the world, partly m the 
cultivation of wiU-power but largely in a yieldmg of the mind to 
the influence of suggestions which have been selected and accumu- 
lated m the course of ages because of their power over that 
imagination which Ehphas Levi calls "The eye of the soul ” There 
is nothing supernatural about it Like the more arduous, more 
disinterested self-training of the mystic, it is character-buildmg 
with an object conducted upon an heroic scale. In magic the "wiU 
to know” is the centre round which the personality is rearranged. 
As in mysticism, unconscious factors are dragged from the 
hiddenness tr form part of that personality The uprushes of 
thought, the abrupt intuitions which reach us from the sublimmal 
region, are developed, ordered, and controlled by rhythms and 
symbols which have become traditional because the experience 
of centuries has proved, though it cannot explain, their efficacy: 
and powers of apprehension which normally he below the 
threshold may thus be liberated and enabled to report their 
discoveries 

"The fundamental principle,” says A E Waite, speakmg of 
occult evocations, "was m the exercise of a certain occult force 
resident m the magus, and strenuously exerted for the estabhsh- 
ment of such a correspondence between two planes of nature as 
would effe(ft his desired end This exertion was termed the evoca- 
tion, conjiiration, or calhng of the spirit, but that which in reality 
was raised <was the energy of the inner man, tremendously developed 
and exalted by combined will and aspiration, this energy ger- 
minated by sheer force a new intellectual faculty of sensible 
psychological perception To assist and stimulate this energy into 
the most powerful possible operation, artificial means were almost 
invariably used The synthesis of these methods and processes 


* “Rituel de la Haute Magie," pp 35, 36. 
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was called Ceremonial Magic, which in effect was a tremendous 
forcing-house of the latent faculties of man's spintual nature 

This IS the psychological explanation of those apparently 
absurd rituals of preparation, doctrines of signs and numbers, 
pentacles, charms, angelical names, the “power of the word” 
which made up ceremomal magic. The power of such artifices is 
known amongst the Indian mystics, who, recognizing in the 
Mantra, or occult and rhythmic formula, consciously held and 
repeated, an invaluable help to the attamment of the true ecstatic 
state, are not ashamed to borrow from the magicians So, too, 
the modern Amencan schools of mental heahng and Nei\ Thought 
recommend concentration upon a carefully selected word as the 
startmg-pomt of efficacious meditation. This fact of the psychical 
effect of certain verbal combmations, when allowed to dommate 
the field of consciousness, may have some bearmg upon that need 
of a formal liturgy which is felt by nearly every great rehgion for 
religion, on its ceremonial side, has certam a&iities with magic 
It, too, seeks by sensible means to stimulate supra-sensible ener- 
gies Tlie true magic “word” or spell is untranslatable, because 
its power resides only partially m that outward sense which is 
apprehended by the reason, but chiefly in the rhythm, which is 
addressed to the subhmmal mmd Symbols, rehgious and other, 
and s5mibolic acts which appear meanmgless when wagged by the 
intellect alone, perform a similar office They expjess the deep- 
seated instinct of the human mind that it must have a focus on 
which to concentrate its vohtional powers, if those loowers are to 
be brought to them highest state of efficiency. The ^ature of the 
focus matters httle . its office matters much. 

" All these figures, and acts analogous to theiA” says Levi, 
“all these dispositions of numbers and of character [i e sacred 
words, charms, pentacles, etc] are, as we have sai®, but instru- 
ments for the education of the wUl, of which they fix amd determine 
the habits They serve also to concentrate in action all the powers 
of the human soul, and to strengthen the creative pkwer of the 
imagination A practice, even though it be superatitious and 
foolish, may be efficacious because it is a realization iif the will 
We laugh at the poor woman who denies herself a flia’porth of 
milk in the morning, that she may take a little candle to burn 
upon the magic triangle in some chapel But those w’ho' laugh are 
Ignorant, and the poor woman docs not pay too dear^y for the 
courage and resignation which she thus obtains.® 

' “The Occult Sciences,” p 14 But rcrcrcnces in Mr Waite’s most recent n 01k 
to “the puerilities and imbecility of ceremonial magic” suggest that he has 
modified his views Cf “The Holy Kabbalah” (1929), p 521 

* “Kituel de la Haute Magic,” p 71 
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Magic symbols, therefore, from penny candles to Solomon’s seal, 
fall in modem technical language into two classes The first 
contains instruments of self-suggestion, exaltation, and wiU 
direction To this belong all spells, charms, rituals, perfumes, from 
the magician’s vervain wreath to the “Youth i Health' Strength'” 
which the student of New Thought repeats when she is brushing 
her hair m the mornmg The second class contams autoscopes, 
i.e , material objects which focus and express the subconscious 
perceptions of the operator The dowser’s divining rod, fortune- 
teller’s cards, and crystal-gazer’s ball, are characteristic examples. 
Both kinds are rendered necessary rather by the disabilities of 
the human than by the pccuharitics of the superhuman plane: 
and the great adept may attain heights at which he dispenses 
with these "outward and visible signs ” "Ceremonies being, as 
we have said, artificial methods of creating certain habits of the 
win, they cease to be necessary when these habits have become 
fixed.”' These facts, now commonplaces of psychology, have 
long been known and used by students of magic Those who judge 
the philosophy by the apparent absurdity of its symbols and cere- 
momes should remember that the embraces, gestures, grimaces, 
and other ritual acts by which we aU concentrate, liberate, or 
express love, wrath, or enthusiasm, wiU lU endure the cold reveal- 
ing hght of a strictly rational inquiry 

(3) The dogmas of the "Astral Light” or universal agent and the 
"power of the wiU” are completed by a third the doctrine of 
Analogy, of an imphcit correspondence between appearance and 
reahty, the microcosm of man and the macrocosm of the universe, 
the seen and the unseen worlds. In this, occultism finds the basis 
of its transcendental speculations Quod superius sicut quod infenus 
— ^the first words of that Emerald Table which was once attributed 
to Hermes Trismegistus himself — ^is an axiom which must be 
agreeable to all Platonists It plays a great part in the theory of 
mysticism; which, whilst maintaining an awed sense of the total 
"otherness” and mcomprehensibihty of the Divine, has always 
assumed that the path of the individual soul towards loving union 
with the Absolute is somehow analogous with the path on which 
the universe moves to its consummation in God 

The notion of analogy ultimately determines the religious con- 
cepts of every race, and resembles the verities of faith in the 
breadth of its application It embraces alike the appearances of 
the visible world — ^which thus become the miirors of the invisible 
— the symbols of religion, the tiresome arguments of Butler’s 
"Analogy,” the aUegories of the Kabalah and the spiritual 
eilchemists, and that childish "doctrine of signatures” on which 
< “Rituel de la Haute Magie," p 139 
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much of mediaeval science was bmlt. "Analogy,” says Levi,i "is 
the last word of science and the first word of faith . the sole 
possible mediator between the visible and the mvisible, between 
the finite and the infinite.” Here Magic clearly defines her own 
hmitations , stepping incautiously from the useful to the universal, 
and laying down a doctrine which no mystic could accept — which, 
carried to its logical conclusion, would turn the adventure of the 
mfinite into a guessmg game. 

The argument by analogy is carried by the occultists to lengths 
which cannot be described here. Armed with this torch, they ex- 
plore the darkest, most terrible mysteries of life • and do not hesi- 
tate to cast the grotesque shadows of these mysteries upon the 
unseen world The principle of correspondence is no doubt sound 
so long as it works withm reasonable limits It was admitted into 
the system of the Kabalah, though that profound and astute 
philosophy was far from giving to it the importance which it as- 
sumes in Hermetic "science.” It has been eagerly accepted by many 
of the mystics Boehme and Swedenborg availed themselves of its 
method in presenting their mtmtions to the world It is imphcitly 
acknowledged by thinkers of many other schools its influence 
permeates the best periods of literature Sir Thomas Browne 
spoke for more than himself when he said, in a well-known passage 
of the "Religio Medici” . "The severe schools shall never laugh me 
out of the philosophy of Hermes [t e , Tnsmegistus] that this 
visible world is but a picture of the invisible, wherein, as m a 
portrait, things are not truly but m equivocal shapes, and as they 
counterfeit some real substance m that invisible framework " 
Such a sense of analogy, whatever the "severe schools” may say, 
IS mdeed the foundation of every perfect work of art "Intuitive 
perception of the hidden analogies of thmgs,” says Hazlitt in 
"English Novelists,” "or, as it may be called, his instinct of the 
imagination, is perhaps what stamps the character of genius on 
the productions of art more than any other circumstance ” 

The central doctrine of magic may now be summed up thus — 

(1) That a supersensible and real "cosmic medium" e.xists, 
which interpenetrates, influences, and supports the tangible and 
apparent world, and is amenable to the categories both of philo- 
sophy and of physics. 

(2) That there is an estabhshed analogy and equilibrium 
between the real and unseen world, and the lUusoiy manifestations 
which we call the world of sense 

(3) That this analogy may be discerned, and this equilibrium 
controlled, by the disciplined will of man, which thus becomes 
master of itself and of fate. 

’ “Dogme de la Haute Magic," p 361 et seq. 
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We must now examine m more detail the third of these proposi- 
tions — ^that which ascribes abnormal powers to the educated and 
disciplined will — ^for this assumption hes at the root of all magical 
practices, old and new "Magical operations, "says Ehphas Levi,"are 
the exercise of a power which is natural, but superior to the ordm- 
ary powers of nature. They are the result of a science, and of habits, 
which exalt the human wUl above its usual hmits This power 
of the will IS now recognized as playmg an important part both m 
the healing of the body and the healing, of the soul, for our most 
advanced theories on these subjects are little more than the old 
wine of magic m new bottles The ancient occultists owed much of 
their power, and also of their evil reputation, to the fact that they 
were psychologists before their time Effective methods of sugges- 
tion, recipes for the alteration and exaltation of personahty and 
enhancement of will-power, the artificial production of hypnotic 
states, photisms, automatisms, and ecstasy, with the opening up of 
the subhmmal field which accompanies these phenomena — con- 
cealed from the profane by a mass of confusmg allegories and 
verbiage — form the backbone of all genuine occult rituals Their 
authors were aware that ceremonial magic has no objective 
importance, but depends solely on its effect upon the operator's 
mind. That this effect might be enhanced, it was given an atmo- 
sphere of sanctity and mystery , its rules were strict, its higher rites 
^fficult of attainment These rules and rites constituted at once 
a test of the student’s earnestness and a veil guarding the sanctuary 
from the profane The long and difficult preparations, majestic 
phrases, and strange ceremonies of an evocation had power, not 
over the spirit of the dead, but over the consciousness of the 
livmg; who was thus caught up from the world of sense to a new 
plane of perception Thus, according to its apologists, the education 
of the genuine occult student tends to awaken in him a new view 
and a new attitude It adjusts the machmery of his cinematograph 
to the registermg of new intervals m the stream of things, which 
passed it by before, and thus mtroduces new elements into that 
picture by which ordmary men are content to know and judge the 
— or rather their — ^universe 

So much for the prmciples which govern occult education Magic 
therapeutics, or as it is now called, "mental heahng," is but the 
apphcation of these principles upon another plane It results, first, 
from a view of humanity which sees a difference only of degree 
between diseases of body and of soul, and can state seriously and 
in good faith that "moral maladies are more contagious than 
physical, and there are some triumphs of infatuation and fashion 
which are comparable to leprosy or cholera."* Secondly, it is 

• “Rituel do la Haute Magic," p. 32. • “Dogme de la Haute Magie,' p. 129 

M 
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worked by that enhancement of will power, that abihty to alter 
and control weaker forms of life, which is claimed as the reward 
of the occult discipline "All the power of the occult healer hes 
m his conscious will and all his art consists m producmg faith 
in the patient 

This simple truth was m the possession of occult thmkers at 
a time when Church and State saw no third course between the 
burning or beatification of its practitioners Now, under the 
pohte names of mental hygiene, suggestion, and psycho-thera- 
peutics, it IS steadily advancmg to the front rank of medical 
shibboleths Yet it is stiU the same "magic art” which has been 
employed for centunes, with varymg ritual accompaniments, by 
the adepts of occult science The methods of Brother Hilarian 
Tissot, who is descnbed as curing lunacy and crime bj' "the un- 
conscious use of the magnetism of Paracelsus,” who atlnbuted 
his cases "either to disorder of the will or to the perverse influence 
of external wills,” and would "regard all crimes as acts of madness 
and treat the wicked as diseased,”^ anticipated m man)’ respects 
those of the most modem psychologists 

The doctrine of magic which has here been described shows us 
the "Secret Wisdom” at its best and sanest But even on these 
levels, it is dogged by the defects which so decisive!)' separate 
the occultist from the mystic. The chief of these is the peculiar 
temper of mind, the cold intellectual arrogance, the mtensely 
individual pomt of view which occult studies seem to mduce by 
their conscious quest of exclusive power and knowledge, their 
implicit neglect of love At bottom, every student of occultism 
is striving towards a pomt at which he may be able to "touch the 
button” and rely on the transcendental world "springing to do 
the rest ” In this hard-earned acquirement of power over the 
Many, he tends to forget the One In Levi’s words, "Too deep a 
study of the mystenes of nature may estrange from God the 
careless mvestigator, m whom mental fatigue paralyses the 
ardours of the heart ”3 When he wrote this sentence Levi stood, 
as the greater occultists have often done, at the frontiers of 
mysticism The best of the Hermetic philosophers, indeed, are 
hardly ever without such mystical hankermgs, such flashes of 
illumination , as if the transcendental powers of man, once roused 
from sleep, cannot wholly ignore the true end for which they 
were made. 

In Levi’s case, as is well known, the discord between the occult 
and mystical ideals was resolved by his return to the Catholic 
Church. Characteristically, he "read into” Catholicism much 

> "llituel," p 312 • “Dogma," p 134. 

3 “Histoire de la Rlagie," p 514 
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that the orthodox would hardly allow; so that it became for him, 
as it were, a romantic gloss on the occult tradition He held that 
the Christian Church, nursmg mother of the mystics, was also the 
heir of the magi; and that popular piety and popular magic veiled 
the same ineffable truths. He had more justification than at first 
appears probable for this apparently wild and certamly heretical 
statement Rehgion, as we have seen, can never entirely divorce 
herself from magic, for her ntuals and sacraments must have, 
if they are to be successful in their appeal to the mind, a certain 
magical character. All persons who are naturally drawn towards 
the ceremonial aspect of religion are acknowledging the strange 
power of subtle rhythms, symbohe words and movements, over /• 
the human wiH. An "impressive service" conforms exactly to 
the description which I have already quoted of a magical rite : it 
is "a tremendous forcing-house of the latent faculties of man’s 
spiritual nature.” Sacraments, too, however simple their begm- 
nings, always tend, as they evolve, to assume upon the phenomenal 
plane a magical aspect — a fact which does not mvalidate their 
claiTTi to be the vehicles of supernatural grace. Those who have 
observed with understanding, for mstance, the Roman rite of 
baptism, with its speUs and exorcisms, its truly Hermetic employ- 
ment of salt, anomtmg chnsm and ceremonial hghts, must have 
seen in it a ceremony far nearer to the operations of white magic 
than to the simple lustrations practised by St John the Baptist 

There are obvious objections to the full working out of this 
subject m a book which is addressed to readers of aU shades of 
belief; but any student who is mterested m this branch of rehgious 
psychology may easily discover for himself the occult elements in 
the hturgies of the Chnstian — or indeed of any other — Church. 
There are invocative arrangements of the Names of God which 
appear alike m gnmotre and m Missal. Sacred numbers, ritual 
actions, perfumes, purifications, words of power, are all used, and 
rightly used by mstitutional rehgion m her work of opening up • 
the human mind to the messages of the suprasensible world. In 
certam mmor observances, and charm-like prayers, we seem to 
stand on the very borderland between magician and priest. 

It IS surely inevitable that this should be so. The busmess of 
the Church is to appeal to the whole man, as she finds him hving 
in the world of sense She would hardly be adequate to this task 
did she neglect the powerful weapons which the occultist has 
developed for his own ends. She, who takes the simplest and most 
common gifts of nature and transmutes them mto heavenly food, 
takes also every discovery which the self has made concemmg 
its own potentiahties, and turns them to her own high purposes. 
Founding her external system on sacraments and symbols, on 
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rhythmic invocations and ceremonial acts of praise, insisting on 
the power of the pure and self-denying wiU and the “magic chain'’ 
of congregational worship, she does but join hands with those Magi 
whose gold, frankincense, and myrrh were the first gifts that she 
received 

But she pays for this , sharmgsomeof thelimitationsof thesystem 
which her Cathohc nature has compelled her to absorb It is true, 
of course, that she purges it of all its baser elements — its arrogance, 
its curiosity — true also that she is bound to adopt it, because 
it is the highest common measure which she can apply to the 
spirituahty of that world to which she is sent. But she cannot — 
and her great teachers have always known that she cannot — extract 
finahty from a method which does not really seek after ultimate 
things This method may and does teach men goodness, gives them 
happiness and health. It can even induce m them a certain exalta- 
tion in which they become aware, at any rate for a moment, of the 
existence of the supernatural world — a stupendous accomphsh- 
ment. But it will not of itself make them citizens of that world’ 
give to them the freedom of Reahty. 

“The work of the Church in the world," says Patmore, “is not 
to teach the mysteries of life, so much as to persuade the soul to 
that arduous degree of purity at which God Himself becomes her 
teacher The work of the Church ends when the knowledge of 
God begins."* 


* “The Rod, the Root, and the Flower,” “Knowledge and Science," xxu 



PART TWO 
THE MYSTIC WAY 



'As the Pilgnm passes while the Country permanent remains 
So Men pass on, but the States remain permanent for ever " 

Blake, "Jerusalem " 



CHAPTER I 


INTRODUCTORY 


Onr object is to desciibe the normal development of mystic consciousness — Its 
difficulty — ^Mystics differ enormously from one another — ^No one mystic completely 
typical — A “composite portrait" necessary — Its characteristics — ^The developing 
mystic consciousness oscillates between pain and pleasure states — Its growth is a 
continuous transcendence — h^ve great stagep, i Awakenmg or Conversion, 2 Self- 
knowledge or Purgation, 3 TltHBiinaebn,' 4. Surrender, or the Dark Night, 
5 Union — ^Distinction between Union and Ecstasy — Unitive Life the goal of the 
Mystic Way — ^Annihilation of Self the end of Onental Mysticism — Chnstian Mys- 
ticism denies this interpretation of Umon — ^Finds in it the enhancement not the 
suppression of life — ^The Divine Dark — The true Unitive Life active — A state of 
Divine Fecundity — ^The “great actives" — ^Their dual character of action and 
frmtion — St Catherine of Siena — The proper end of the Mystic Way is Deification 

W E are now to turn from general principles and study 
those pnnciples m action to descnbe the psychologic^ 
process, or “Mystic Way," by which that pecuhar type 
of personahty which is able to set up direct relations with the 
Absolute IS usually developed. The difficulty of this description 
will he in the fact that all mystics differ one from another, as all 
the individual objects of our perception, "hving” and "not 
hving," do The creative impulse in the world, so far as we are 
aware of it, appears upon ultimate analysis to be free and original, 
not bound and mechanical to express itself, in defiance of the 
determinists, with a certain artistic spontaneity Man, when he 
picks out some point of likeness as a basis on which to arrange its 
productions in groups, is not discovering its methods ; but merely 
makmg for his own convenience an arbitrary choice of one or two 
— ^not necessarily characteristic — qualities, which happen to 
appear m a certam number of different persons or things Hence 
the most scientific classification is a rough-and-ready business at 
the best,i 

When we come to apply such classification to so dehcate and 
elusive a senes of psychological states as those which accompany , 
the "contemplative life,” aU the usual difficulties are increased. 
No one mystic can be discovered in whom aU the observed charac- 
tenstics of the transcendental consciousness are resumed, and 

' Science seems more and more inclined to acquiesce in this judgment See 
especially A N Whitehead “Man and the Modem World" and “Religion in the 
Making." 
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who can on that account be treated as typical Mental states which 
are distinct and mutually exclusive in one case, exist simultane- 
ously m another In some, stages which have been regarded as 
essential arc entirely omitted m others, their order appears to be 
reversed We seem at first to be confronted by a group of selves 
which arrive at the same end without obeying any general law 

Take, however, a number of such definitely mystical selves and 
make of them, so to speak, a "composite portrait” as anthropolo- 
gists do when they wish to discover the character of a race From 
this portrait we may expect a t5^e to emerge, in which all the 
outstandmg characteristics contributed by the individual examples 
are present together, and minor vanations are suppressed Such 
a portrait will of course be conventional : but it will be useful as a 
standard, which can be constantly compared with, and corrected 
by, isolated specimens 

The first thing we notice about this composite portrait is that 
the typical mystic seems to move towards his goal through a 
series of strongly marked oscillations between "states of pleasure" 
and "states of pain ” The existence and succession of these 
states — sometimes broken and confused, sometimes crisply defined 
— can be traced, to a greater or less degree, in almost every case of 
which we possess anything hke a detsuled record. Gyrans gyrando 
vadtt spintus The soul, as it treads the ascending spiral of its road 
towards reality, expenences alternately the sunshine and the shade 
These expenences are "constants” of the transcendental hfe. "The 
Spiritual States of the Soul are aU Eternal," said Blake, with 
the true mystical genius for psychology.^ 

The complete series of these states — and it must not be for- 
gotten that few individuals present them aU m perfection, whilst 
in many instances several are blurred or appear to be completely 
suppressed — ^wdl be, I think, most conveniently arranged under 
five heads This method of groupmg means, of course, the abandon- 
ment of the time-honoured threefold division of the Mystic Way, 
and the apparent neglect of St. Teresa’s equally celebrated Seven 
Degrees of Contemplation, but I thmk that we shall gain more 
than we lose by adopting it The groups, however, must be looked 
upon throughout as diagrammatic, and only as answermg loosely 
and generally to experiences which seldom present themselves in 
so rigid and unmixed a form These experiences, largely conditioned 
as they are by surroundings and by temperament, exhibit all 
the variety and spontaneity which are characteristic of hfe m its 
highest manifestations, and, like biological specimens, they lose 
something of their essential reahtj’^ m being prepared for scientific 
investigation. Taken all together, they constitute phases m a 

» “Jerusalem," pt ui 
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single process of growth, involving the movement of conscious- 
ness from lower to higher levels of reality, the steady remakmg of 
character in accordance with the "independent spiritual world ” 
But as the study of physical life is made easier for us by an artificial 
division into infancy, adolescence, maturity, and old age, so 
a discreet indulgence of the human passion for map- making 
wiU increase our chances of understanding the nature of the 
Mystic Way. 

Here, then, is the classification under, which we shall study the 
phases of the mystical hfe 

(1) The awakening of the Self to consciousness of Divine 
Reality. This experience, usually abrupt and well-marked, is 
accompanied by intense feelmgs of ]oy and exaltation. 

(2) The Self, aware for the first time of Divine Beauty, reahzes 
by contrast its own finiteness and imperfection, the manifold 
illusions m which it is immersed, the immense distance which 
separates it from the One Its attempts to ehmmate by discipline 
and mortification aU that stands m the way of its progress towards 
union with God constitute Purgation: a state of pain and effort 

(3) When by Purgation the Self has become detached from the 
"things of sense,” and acquired those virtues which are the 
"ornaments of the spiritual marriage,” its joyful consciousness of 
the Transcendent Order returns m an enhanced form. Like the 
prisoners in Plato’s "Cave of Illusion,” it has awakened to know- 
ledge of Reahty, has struggled up the harsh and difficult path 
to the mouth of the cave Now it looks upon the sun This is 
lUurmnaUon a state which includes in itself many of the stages 
of contemplation, "degrees of orison,” visions and adventures of 
the soul desenbed by St. Teresa and other mystical wnters These 
form, as it were, a way within the Way a moyen de parvemr, a 
trainmg devised by experts which will strengthen and assist the 
mountmg soul They stand, so to speak, for education, whilst the 
Way proper represents organic growth. Illumination is the "con- 
templative state” par excellence It forms, with the two preceding 
states, the "first mystic hfe ” Many mystics never go beyond it; 
and, on the other hand, many seers and artists not usually classed 
amongst them, have shared, to some extent, the experiences of 
the dlummated state Illumination brings a certain apprehension 
of the Absolute, a sense of the Divine Presence but not true union' 
with it. It IS a state of happiness 

(4) In the development of the great and strenuous seekers after 
God, this IS followed — or sometimes intermittently accompanied — 
by the most terrible of all the experiences of the Mystic Way: 
the final and complete purification of the Self, which is called 
by some contemplatives the "m3rstic pain” or "mystic death,” 
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hy other"- the P"jTiikatioia ot the Spirit or Dark Xight of the Soul 
The ( onv.iva-n&i’i vrhich hari, in IliuiEunatioin, sunned m 
tiie Mriise oi the Divine Presence, now suiiers under an eqjaily 
intense sente oi the Divine Absence: learning to dissociate the 
p<3'sonal satisfaction of mysiical vision from the reality of mystical 
life. As in Purgation the senses were cleansed and humbled, and 
the energies and interests of the Self were concentrated upon 
transrendcntal things, so now the puri^-ing process is extended 
to the vert centre of I-hood, the will. The human instinct for 
per->onal happinfe'S must be killed. This is the "spiritual cn:c:n:>;iDn'' 
so often described by the mystics: the great desolation ir. the 
"-oul seents abandoned by the Divine. The Self now surrenders 
itself, its individuality, and its will, completely. It desires notning, 
a-jks nothmg, is utterly passive, and is thus prepared for 

f 5 j Cvt<»i: the true goal of the mystic quest. In this state the 
Absolute Life is not merely perceived and en]oyed by the Sell, as 
in Illumination: but is one with it This is the end towards which 
all the pretuous oscillations of consciousness have tended It is 
a state of equilibrium, of purety spiritual life; characterized by 
peaceful joy, by enhanced powers, by intense certitude To call 
this state, as some authonties do, b}' the name of Ecstasy, is 
inaccurate and confusing: since the term Ecstasy has long been 
used both by* psychologists and ascetic writers to define that shon 
and rapturous trance — a state with well-marked physical and 
psychical accompaniments — which the contemplative, losing 
all consciousness of the phenomenal world, is caught up to a brief 
and immediate en]oy*ment of the Divine Vision. Ecstasies of this 
kind are often e.xpenenced by the my*stic m Illumination, or even 
on his first conversion They cannot therefore be regarded as 
exclusively characteristic of the Unitive Way*. In some of the 
greatest mystics — St Teresa is an example — ^the ecstatic trance 
seems to dimmish rather than increase in frequency after the 
state of union has been attamed whilst others achieve the 
heights by a path which leaves on one side all abnormal phenomena. 

Union must be looked upon as the true goal of mystical grow th , 
that permanent estabhshment of hfe upon transcendent level.-, of 
reality, of which ecstasies give a forettiste to the soul Intense 
forms of it, described by' individual mystics, under synnbols such 
as those of Mystical Marriage, Deification, or Dmne Fecundity, 
all prove on e.xammation to be aspects of this same e.xpenence 
"seen through a temperament " 

It IS right, however, to state here that Oriental Mysticism 
insists upon a further stage beyond that of umon, w'hich stage it 
regards as the real goal of the spiritual hfe This is the total 
annihilation or reabsomtion of the individual soul in the Infinite 
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Such an annihilation is said by the Sufis to constitute the “Eighth 
Stage of Progress,” m which alone they truly attain to God Thus 
stated, it appears to differ little from the Buddhist's Nirvana, and 
is the logical corollary of that pantheism to which the Onental 
mystic always tends. Thus Jalalu d'Din ■ 

"O, let me not exist* for Non-Existence 
Proclaims in organ tones, ‘To Him ive shall return ’ 

It is at least doubtful, however, whether the interpretation 
which has been put by European students upon such passages as 
this be correct. The language m which A1 Ghazzali attempts to 
describe the Eighth Stage is certainly more apphcable to the 
Unitive Life as understood by Christian contemplatives, than to 
the Buddhistic annihilation of personahty "The end of Sufi-ism,” 
he says, "is total absorption in God This is at least the relative 
end to that part of their doctrme which I am free to reveal and 
describe. But in reality it is hut the beginning of the Sufi hfe, for 
those intuitions and other thmgs which precede it are, so to speak, 
but the porch by which they enter. . In this state some have 
imagmed themselves to be amalgamated with God, others to be 
identical with Him, others again to be associated with Him‘ but 
all this is sin ”* 

The doctrine of annihilation as the end of the soul’s ascent, 
whatever the truth may be as to the Moslem attitude concernmg 
it, is decisively rejected by all European mystics, though a belief 
in it is constantly imputed to them by their enemies ' for their aim 
is not the suppression of hfe, but its intensification, a change in its 
form. This change, they say m a paradox which is generally 
misunderstood, consists in the perfectmg of personality by the 
utter surrender of self It is true that the more Orientally-minded 
amongst them, such as Dionysius the Areopagite, do use language 
of a negative kmd which seems almost to involve a belief m the 
annihilation rather than the transformation of the self in God: 
but this is because they are trying to describe a condition of super- 
sensible vitahty from the point of view of the normal consciousness, 
to which it can only seem a Nothmg, a Dark, a Self-loss. Further, 
it will be found that this language is often an attempt to desenbe 
the conditions of transitory perception, not those of permanent 
emstence: the charactenstics, that is to say, of the Ecstatic 
Trance, in which for a short time the whole self is lifted to trans- 
cendent levels, and the Absolute is apprehended by a total 
suspension of the surface consciousness. Hence the Divine Dark, 
the Nothing, is not a state of non-being to which the mystic aspires 

' Quoted by R A Nicholson, “The M)?stics of Islam,” p 168 

‘ Schmolders, ‘ Les £coleb Fhilosopluques chez les Arabes,” p 61 
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to attain . it is rather a paradoxical description of his experience 
of that Undifferentiated Godhead, that Supernal Light whence 
he may, in his ecstasies, bring down fire from heaven to light 
the world 

In the mystics of the West, the highest forms of Divine Union 
impel the self to some sort of active, rather than of passive life 
and this is now recognized by the best authorities as the true 
distmction between Christian and non-Christian mysticism 
“The Chnstian mystics,” jays Delacroix, “move from the Infinite 
to the Defimte, they aspire to infimtize hfc and to define Infinity, 
they go from the conscious to the subconscious, and from the 
subconscious to the conscious. The obstacle in their path is not 
Jconsciousness in general, but sef/-consciousness, the consciousness 
of the Ego. The Ego is the limitation, that which opposes itself to 
the Infinite the states of consciousness free from self, lost in a 
vaster consciousness, may become modes of the Infinite, and 
states of the Divme Consciousness So Starbuck • “The individual 
learns to transfer himself from a centre of self-activity into an 
organ of revelation of universal being, and to live a life of affec- 
tion for and one-ness with, the larger life outside.”* 

Hence, the ideal of the great contemplatives, the end of their 
long education, is to become "modes of the Infinite.” Filled with 
an abounding sense of the Divme Life, of ultimate and adorable 
reality, sustaining and urging them on, they wish to communicate 
the revelation, the more abundant hfe, which they have received 
Not spiritual marriage, but divme fecundity is to be their final 
state In a sense St. Teresa in the Seventh Habitation, Suso when 
his great renunciation is made, have achieved the quest , yet there 
is nothing passive in the condition to which they have come Not 
Galahad, but the Grail-bearer is now their type and in their life, 
words or works they are impelled to exhibit that “Hidden Treasure 
which desires to be found ” 

“You may think, my daughters," says St Teresa, “that the 
soul in this state [of union] should be so absorbed that she can 
occupy herself with nothing You deceive yourselves She tin ns 
with greater case and ardour than before to all that which belongs 
to the service of God, and when these occupations leave her free 
again, she remains in the enjoyment of that companionship "3 
No temperament is less slothful than the mystical one, and 
the “quiet” to which the mystics must school themselves in the 
early stages of contemplation is often the hardest of their tasks. 
The abandonment of bodily and mtellectual activity is only 

• “Etudes sur le Mysticisme," p 235 
> “The Psychology of Religion," p 1 17 
3 “El Castillo Interior," Moradas Sfitimas, cap 1 
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undertaken m order that they may, in the words of Plotinus, 
‘'energize enthusiastically'' upon another plane Work they must; 
but this work may take many forms — forms which are sometimes 
so whoUy spiritual that they are not perceptible to practical minds. 
Much of the misunderstanding and consequent contempt of the 
contemplative hfe comes from the narrow and superficial defini- 
tion of “work” which is set up by a muscular and wage-earning 
community. 

All records of mysticism in the West, then, are also the records 
of supreme human activity Not only of “wrestlers in the spirit” 
but also of great organizers, such as St Teresa and St John of the 
Cross; of missionaries preaching hfe to the spiritually dead, such 
as St. Francis of Assisi, St Ignatius Loyola, Eckhart, Suso, 
Tauler, Fox, of philanthropists, such as St Catherine of Genoa or 
St. Vincent de Paul, poets and prophets, such as Mechthild of 
Magdeburg, Jacopone da Todi and Blake, finally, of some im- 
mensely virile souls whose participaion in the Absolute Life has 
seemed to force on them a nation^ destmy Of this St Bernard, 
St. Catherine of Siena, and Saint Joan of Arc are the supreme 
examples "The soul enamoured of My Truth,” said God’s voice 
to St. Catherine of Siena, “never ceases to serve the whole world 
in general.” I 

Utterly remade in the interests of Reality, exhibiting that dual 
condition of fruition and activity which Ruysbroeck described 
as the crowning stage of human evolution, the "Supreme summit 
of the Inner Life,”* aU these hved, as it were, with both hands; 
towards the finite and towards the Infinite, towards God and man. 
It IS true that in nearly every ceise such “great actives" have first 
left the world, as a necessary condition of estabhshing communion 
with that Absolute Life which reinforced their own. for a mind 
distracted by the many cannot apprehend the One Hence some- 
thing equivalent to the sohtude of the wilderness is an essential part 
of mystical education But, havmg estabhshed that communion, 
re-ordered their inner hves upon transcendent levels — being 
muted with their Source not merely m temporary ecstasies, but 
in virtue of a permanent condition of the soul, they were impelled 
to abandon their sohtude; and resumed, in some way, their 
contact with the world in order to become the medium whereby 
that Life flowed out to other men To go up alone into the moun- 
tam and come back as an ambassador to the world, has ever been 
the method of humanity's best friends This systole-and-diastole 
motion of retreat as the preliminary to a return remains the true 
ideal of Christian Mysticism in its highest development. Those in 

* CiaJogo, cap vu 

’ “Do Omatu Spintalium Nuptiarum," 1 u cap Ixxm. 
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whom it IS not found, however great in other respects they may be, 
must be considered as having stopped short of the final stage 

Thus St Catherme of Siena spent three years m hermit-hke 
seclusion m the little room which we still see in her house in the 
Via Bemncasa, entirely cut off from the ordinary hfe of her 
family “Withm her own house/’ says her legend, "she found 
the desert , and a solitude m the midst of people.”* There Catherine 
endured many mortifications, was visited by ecstasies and visions, 
passed, m fact, through tljp states of Purgation and Illumination, 
which existed m her case side by side This hfe of solitude was 
brought to an abrupt end by the experience which is symbolized 
m the vision of the Mystic Marriage, and the Voice which then 
said to her, "Now wiU I wed thy soul, which shall ever be con- 
joined and united to Me'” Catherme, who had dunng her long 
retreat enjoyed illumination to a high degree, now entered upon the 
Umtive State, in which the whole of her pubhc hfe was passed 
Its effect was immediately noticeable. She abandoned her sohtude, 
joined m the family hfe, went out into the city to serve the poor 
and sick, attracted and taught disciples, converted sinners, and 
began that career of varied and boundless activity which has made 
her name one of the greatest m the history of the fourteenth 
century Nor does this mean that she ceased to hve the sort of 
hfe which is characteristic of mystical consciousness to experience 
direct contact with the Transcendental World, to gaze into "the 
Abyss of Love Divme.” On the contrary her practical genius 
for affairs, her immense power of ruhng men, drew its strength 
from the long series of visions and ecstasies which accompanied 
and supported her labours in the world She "descended into the 
valley of hhes to make herself more fruitful,” says her legend.* 
The conscious vehicle of some "power not herself,” she spoke and 
acted with an authority which might have seemed strange enough 
m an uneducated daughter of the people, were it not justified by 
the fact that all who came into contact with her submitted to 
its influence. 

Our busmess, then, is to trace from its beginning a gradual and 
complete change m the equdibnum of the self It is a change 
whereby that self turns from the unreal world of sense in which 
it IS normally immersed, first to apprehend, then to unite itself 
with Absolute Reahty finally, possessed by and wholly surren- 
dered to this Transcendent Life, becomes a medium whereby the 
spiritual world is seen m a umque degree operating directly m the 
world of sense. In other words, we are to see the human mmd 
advance from the mere perception of phenomena, through the 

' E Gardner, “St Catherme of Siena,” p 15 

* S Cathermae Senensis V itae (Acta SS .\priliii t lu }, u. u § 4 
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intuition — ^with occasional contact — of the Absolute under its 
aspect of Divine Transcendence, to the entire realization of, and 
union with, Absolute Life under its aspect of Divine Immanence. 

The completed mystical hfe, then, is more than mtuitional : it 
is theopathetic. In the old, frank language of the mystics, it is the 
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I Ik iw,ik"-iiinw of Ir-inscenirlcntal consciousness — Ps) chologically it is a form 
ol I oMvf t .Kill -<'j'‘UcrKlly alirurjt — Sometimes gradual — George l-^ox — An inefiable 
level (lion A VI ion of the iJiviiic imnianent in the world — Gcncial charactens- 
tln of my IK oonvurhiun — Jnstaticts — St Francts of Assisi — ^The tjpical mystic 
SL ( ,itlii ritif of Genoa — Mo/lamc Guyon — Flei cliaracltr — Her early life and 
eoiiveoloii -Xiilman MeriWin— Suso — Ecstatic conversion — Pascal — Brother 
J,.r.vrenii — "I Ik perception of iJivmc Reality in Nature — The “transfigured 
woilil" - I II itiiiiren — Walt Whitman — Richard Jefferies — Richard Rolle — 
IlKfivijily Song Conversion may take two forms (i) Expansive and Trans- 
irlKleiit, (a) I’livjiial ind Immanent — ^Their characteristics discussed and com- 
p.irrd Personal love the cnential factor — The stimulus which sets the process 
of tiaiistemli ntc to svufk 

F ins'i in the sequence nf the mystic states, we must consider 
thiit decisive event, the awakening of the transcendental 
consciousness, 

This awaki'ning, from the psychological point of view, appears 
to b(' an intense foim of the phenomenon of "conversion”, and 
closely ,ikin to those deep and permanent conversions of the adult 
type wliidi some lehgious psychologists call "sanctification It 
is :i (listurliaiice of the equilibrium of the self, which results m the 
shifting <if tlie licM of consciousness from lower to higher levels, 
will: a consi qiicnl removal of the centre of interest from the 
suhjeci to an object now brought into view the necessary begin- 
ning of any jiioeess of transcendence It must not, however, be 
conlusi'd oi ulenlilicd with religious conversion as ordinarily 
UinU'i stood, the sudden and emotional acceptance of theological 
helieis wlneli the self had previously cither rejected or treated 
as conventions dwelling upon the margin of consciousness and 
having no meaning for her actual life The mechanical process 
may be luiioh the same, but the material involved, the results 
attained, belong to a Inglicr order of reahty. 

‘’t.^>InTT^^on.” saj s Slarbnck, m words which are leallj' far more 
desciiplive of mystical aivakemng than of tlie re\'n'ahstic pheno- 
meaia encouiaged by American Protestantism, "is primarily an 
unsclling. The first birth of the indmdual is mto his o\to little 
world. Ho is controlled by the deep-seated instmcts of self-preserva- 
tion and self-enlargement — instincts which are. doubtless, a direct 

• See Stirbuck, “The ftjchology ol Relision," cip. xxix. 
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inheritance from his brute ancestry The universe is organized 
around his own personahty as a centre " Conversion, then, is 
“the larger world-consciousness now pressmg in on the mdividual 
consciousness Often it breaks m suddenly and becomes a great 
new revelation This is the first aspect of conversion the person 
emerges from a smaller limited world of existence into a larger 
world of being His life becomes swallowed up in a larger whole 

All conversion entails the abrupt or gradual emergence of intui- 
tions from below the threshold, the consequent remakmg of the 
field of consciousness, an alteration ifl the self's attitude to the 
world. "It IS," says Pratt, "a change of taste — the most momentous 
one that ever occurs 111 human experience But in the mystic 
this process is raised to the Mth degree of intensity, for in him it 
means the first emergence of that passion for the Absolute which 
IS to constitute his distinctive character an emergence crucial in 
its effect on every department of his hfe. Those to whom it happens, 
often enough, are already “rehgious”. sometimes deeply and 
earnestly so Rulman Merswin, St. Catherme of Genoa, George 
Fox, Lucie-Christine — aU these had been bred up in piety, and 
accepted in its entirety the Christian tradition They were none 
the less conscious of an utter change in their world when this 
opening of the soul’s eye took place 

Sometimes the emergence of the mystical consciousness is 
gradual, unmarked by any defimte crisis The self slides gently, 
almost imperceptibly, from the old universe to the new The 
records of mysticism, however, suggest that this is exceptional 
that travail is the normal accompaniment of birth In another 
type, of which George Fox is a t3qpical example, there is no con- 
version m the ordinary sense , but a gradual and increasing lucidity, 
of which the begimimg has hardly been noticed by the self, inter- 
mittently accompanies the pam, misery of mmd, and inward 
struggles characteristic of the entrance upon the Way of Purga- 
tion Conversion and purification then go hand in hand, finally 
shading off into the serenity of the Illuminated State Fox's 
“Journal” for the year 1647 contains a vivid account of these 
“showmgs" or growing transcendental perceptions of a mmd not 
yet at one with itself, sind strugglmg towards clearness of sight. 
“Though my exercises and troubles,” he says, “were very great, 
yet were they not so continual but I had some intermissions, and 
was sometimes brought into such a heavenly joy that I thought I 
had been m Abraham's bosom. . . Thus in the deepest misenes, 
and m the greatest sorrows and temptations that many times 

> op cit , cap XU 

' J B Fratt,*'XheRebgiousConsciousness,''cap xiu. The whole chapter deserves 
careful study 
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beset me, the Lord in His mercy did keep me I found that there 
were two thirsts in me , the one after the creatures to get help and 
strength there, and the other after the Lord, the Creator It 
was so with me, that there seemed to be two pleadings in me 
One day when I had been walking sohtarily abroad and was come 
home, I was wrapped up m the love of God, so that I could not 
but admire the greatness of his love. While I was in that condition 
it was opened unto me by the eternal Light and Power, and I saw 
clearly therein. But 0 1 then did I see my troubles, tnals, and 
temptations more clearly than ever I had done 

The great oscillations of the typical mystic between ] 0 }' and pain 
are here replaced by a number of little ones The “two thirsts” 
of the superficial and spiritual consciousness assert themselves 
by turns Each step towards the vision of the Real brings with it 
a reaction The nascent transcendental powers are easily fatigued, 
and the pendulum of self takes a shorter swing “I was swept up 
to Thee by Thy Beauty, and torn away from Thee by my own 
weight,” says St Augustine, crystallizing the secret of this 
experience in an unforgettable phrase * 

Commonly, however, if we may judge from those first-hand 
accounts which we possess, mystic conversion is a single and abrupt 
experience, sharply marked off from the long, dim struggles 
which precede and succeed it It usually involves a sudden and 
acute realization of a splendour and adorable reality in the world 
— or sometimes of its obverse, the divine sorrow at the heart of 
things — ^never before perceived. In so far as I am acquainted 
with the resources of language, there are no words in which this 
realization can be described. It is of so actual a nature that in 
comparison the normal world of past perception seems but twilit 
at the best ^Consciousness has suddenly changed its rhythm and a 
new aspect of the universe rushes in The teasing mists are swept 
away, and reyeal, if only for an mstant, the sharp outline of the 
Everlasi mg Hills “He who knows this wiU know what I say, and 
will be convinced that the soul has then another life ”5 

In most cases, the onset of this new consciousness seems to 
the self so sudden, so clearly imposed from without rather than 
developed from within, as to have a supernatural character The 
typical case is, of course, that of St Paul, the sudden light, the 
voice, the ecstasy, the complete alteration of hie. We shall see, 
however, when we come to study the evidence of +hose mystics 
who have left a detailed record of their preconvtit state, that 

" Journal of George Fox, cap 1 

’ Aug Coni , bk vu cap xvii We can surely trace th nee of such an 

experience in St Paul’s classic description of the “endopsyc net" Rom vii 

*4“25 3 Plotinus. Enr .. g. 
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the apparently abrupt conversion is really, as a rule, the sequel 
and the result of a long period of lesllessness, unceilainly, and 
mental stress The deeper mind stirs uneasily m its prison, and its 
emergence is but the last of many efforts to escape The tempera- 
ment of the subject, his surroundmgs, the vague but persistent 
apprehensions of a supersensual reality which he could not find 
yet could not forget , all these have prepared him for it ^ 

When, however, the subconscious intuitions, long ago quickened, 
are at last brought to birth and the eyes are opened on new hght 
-^and it IS significant that an actual lense of bhndmg radiance 
is a constant accompaniment of this state of consciousness — the 
storm and stress, the vague cravings and oscillations of the past 
life are forgotten In this abrupt recognition of reahty “all things 
are made new”: from this pomt the life of the mystic begins 
Conversion of this sort has, says De Sanctis, three marked charac- 
teristics. a sense of liberation and victory a conviction of the 
nearness of God a sentiment of love towards God ^ We might 
describe it as a sudden, intense, and joyous perception of God 
immanent in the universe, of the divine beauty and unutterable 
power and splendour of that larger hfe in which the individual is 
immersed, and of a new hfe to be hyed by the self in correspondence 
with this now dominant fact of existence “Suddenly,” says the 
French contemplative Lucie-Chijlstine of the begmnmg of her 
mystical hfe, “I saw before myimward eyes these words — God 
only . . they were at the same time a Light, an Attraction and a 

Power. A Light which showed me how I could belong completely 
to God alone in this world, and I saw that hitherto I had not well 
understood this , an Attraction by which my heart was subdued 
and delighted , a Power which 1 ispired me with a generous resolu- 
tion and somehow placed in my hands the means of carrymg 
it out "3 

I wiU here set down for Cimpanson a few instances of such 
mystical conversiO/ii , qioting, where this is available, the actual 
description left bj/ the suujc^ of his own e.xpcnence, or in default 
of it, the earliest authentic a, count. In these cases, when grouped 
together, we shalM see certairl constant characteristics, from which 
it may be possibkp to de,dv"'' ’ psychological law to which they 
owe their pecul^-^ ", rm. ^ ^ 


' “It IS certaiF 


p'.e 


Sa'no?A*'’ uiac' when we attempt to probe deeper in 


our study of su-, i. ..o-iutrerts, we (i .cover that the coup de foudre, which in the 
main is observa c m oinly a small imority of conversions, is in fact the least 
significant, though the ilmost ®sthe( , moment of the conversion " (“Religious 
Conversion," Eng transl , p 65 Coipare St Augustine’s Confessions, with their 
description of the years ^of uncertail-y and struggle which prepared him for the 
sudden and final “Tolle . lege'" th^ initiated him mto the long-sought life of 
Reality ^ Op ct , 171 > (lournal Spirituel de Lucie-Christine," p 11 
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First in point of time, and perhaps also m importance, amongst 
those I have chosen, is the case of that great poet and contempla- 
tive, that impassioned lover of the Absolute, St. Francis of Assisi 
The fact that St Francis wrote httle and lived much, that his 
actions were of unequalled simphcity and directness, long blmded 
his admirers to the fact that he is a typical mystic the only one, 
perhaps, who forced the most trivial and sordid circumstances of 
sensual hfe to become perfect expressions of Reality. 

Now the opening of St Francis’s eyes, which took place in 
A D 1206 when he was twfenty-four years old, had been preceded 
by a long, hard struggle between the life of the world and the 
persistent call of the spirit. His mind, in modem language, had 
not unified itself. He was a high-spmted boy, full of vitiity. a 
natural artist, with aU the fastidiousness which the artistic 
temperament mvolves War and pleasure both attracted him, 
and upon them, says his legend, he “miserably squandered and 
wasted his time Nevertheless, he was vaguely dissatisfied In 
the midst of festivities, he would have sudden fits of abstraction 
abortive attempts of the growing transcendental consciousness, 
still imprisoned below the threshold but aware of and in touch 
with the Real, to force itself to the surface and seize the rems 
“Even in ignorance,’’ says Thomas of Celano again, “he was being 
led to perfect knowledge ’’ He loved beauty, for he was by nature 
a poet and a musician, and shrank mstmctively from contact with 
ughness and disease But something within ran counter to this 
temperamental bias, and sometimes conquered it He would then 
associate with beggars, tend the leprous, perform impulsive acts 
of charity and self-humiliation * 

When this divided state, desedbed by the legend as "the 
attempt to flee God’s hand,” had las. ed for some years, it happened 
one day that he was walkmg m thi country outside the gates of 
Assisi, and passed the httle church) of S Damvrno, "the which" 
(I again quote from Thomas of Celano’j ’'beermd Life") "was 
almost ruinous and forsaken of all'men And, pemg led by the 
Spirit, he went m to pray, and helieU down btiifore the Crucifix 
in devout supplication, and having ieen smi tten hy unwonted 
visitations, found himself another m,n than he w ho had gone in ” 

Here, then, is the first stage of co/version. The’- struggle between 
two discrepant ideals of life has atained its tei^ m A sudden and 
apparently “irrational" impulse to‘?omc decisi ve act reaches the 
surface-consciousness from the sc thing deepSs The impulse is 
followed, and the swift emergend of the tr/anscendental sense 

■ Thomas of Celano, Legenda Piuna, ca^ 1 ^ 

* Thomas of Celano, Legenda Secn&da^a'P v Com e P. Sabatier, “Vie de 
S. Francois d’Assise," cap 11 . where tlw "'ities ^ - set out. 
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results. This “unwonted visitation” effects an abrupt and involun- 
tary alteration in the subject's consciousness whereby he hterally 
“finds himself another man ” He is as one who has slept and now 
awakes. The crystalhzation of this new, at first fluid apprehension 
of Reahty m the form of vision and audition ■ the pointing of the 
moral, the direct application of truth to the awakened self, 
follow. “And whilst he was thus moved, straightway — a thing 
unheard of for long ages ' — the painted image of Christ Crucified 
spoke to hun from out its pictured 1 im And, caUing him by his 
name, “Francis,” it said, “go, repair house, the which as thou 
seest is f alling into decay.” And Francis trembled, being utterly 
amazed, and almost as it were carried away by these words 
And he prepared to obey, for he was wholly set on the f ulfillin g 
of this commandment But forasmuch as he felt that the change he 
had undergone was ineffable, it becomes us to be silent concerning 
it. . . .” From this time he “gave untirmg toil to the repair of that 
Church For though the words which were said to him concerned 
that divme Church which Christ bought with His own Blood, he 
would not hasten to such heights, but little by little from things 
of the flesh would pass to those of the Spirit.”' 

In a moment of time. Francis’s whole universe has suffered 
complete rearrangement There are/no hesitations, no uncertain- 
ties The change, which he cannot describe, he knows to be central 
for hfe Not for a moment does he/think of disobeying the impera- 
tive voice which speaks to him from a higher plane of reality and 
demands the sacrifice of his caree •. 

Compare now with the experif ice of St. Francis that of another 
great samt and mystic, who combmed, as he did, the active with 
the contemplative life C'chenne of Genoa, who seems to have 
possessed from childhood a religious nature, was prepared for the 
remaking of her mnsaousness by years of loneliness and depres- 
sion, the result « am unhappy marriage She, like St Francis — 
but in sorrow ratuer than in ]oy — ^had oscillated between the world, 
which did not so'ithe her, and rehgion, which helped her no more 
At last, she had liunk into a state of dull wretchedness, a hatred 
alike of herself aJid of hfe 

Her emancipaton W'as equally abrupt In the year 1474, she 
bemg twenty-six j ears cjld, “The day after the feast of St Benedict 
(at the mstance o’ her sister that was a nun), Catherine went to 
make her confession to the confessor of that nunnery, but she was 
not disposed to do it Thsn said her sister, 'At least go and recom- 
mend yourself to him, because he is a most worthy religious’ ; and 
in fact he was a very holy ma And suddenly, as she knelt before 
him, she received m her heart 'he wound of the unmeasured Love 

> Thomas of Celano, Legends Secunda, cap. vi. 
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of God, vwth so clear a vision of her own misery and her faults, and 
of the goodness of God, that she almost fell upon the ground And 
by these sensations of infinite love, and of the offences that had 
beei'/ done against this most sweet God, she was so greatly drawn 
by purifying affection away from the poor things of this world 
that she was almost beside herself, and for this she cried inwardly 
with ardent love, 'No more world I no more sin i’ And at this point, 
if she had possessed a thousand worlds, she would have thrown 
all of them away . And^she returned home, kindled and deeply 
wounded with so great a love of God, the which had been shown her 
inwardty, with the sight of her own wretchedness, that she seemed 
beside herself And she shut herself in a chamber, the most secluded 
she could find, with burning sighs And m this moment she was 
inwardly taught the whole practice of orison but her tongue could 
say naught but this — ‘0 Love, can it be that thou has called me 
with so great a love, and made me to know in one instant that 
which worlds cannot express?'” This intuition of the Absolute 
was followed by an interior vision of Christ bearing the Cross, 
which further increased her love and self-abasement "And she 
cried agam, 'O Love, no more sinsl no more sins'' And her hatred 
of herself was more than she could endure 

Of this expenence Von Hugel says, "If the tests of reality m 
such things are their persistence and large and rich spiritual 
applicabdity and fruitfulness, then something profoundly real 
and important took place in the soul of that sad and weary woman 
of six-and-twenty, within that c» nvent-chapel, at that Annuncia- 
tion-tide "* It IS certain that forest Catherine, as for St Francis, 
an utterly new hfe did, literally, ucgin at this point The centre 
of interest was shifted and the field ol 'onsciousness remade She 
"knew in an instant that which words ''annot express ” Some 
veil about her heart was tom away; so ahnintly, that it left a 
wound behind For the first time she saw an d new the Love in 
which life is bathed, and all the energy anc^l passion of a strong 
nature responded to its call , j 

The conversion of Madame Guyon to tl^e nJ'stic life, as told 
by herself in the eighth chapter of Part I. of herfAutobiography — 
“How a holy Religious caused her to find, Godjwithin her heart, 
with Admirable Results,” is its charactenistic ^itle — is curiously 
like a dilute version of this expenence of /St Qitherine’s It, too, 
followed upon a period of mental distre<fS, alio the result of an 
uncongenial marriage But smee Madarrie Guyon’s unbalanced, 
diffuse, and sentimental character entirely lacks the richness 
and dignity, the repressed ardours and exquisite delicacy of 

• "Vita e Dottnna di Santa Cati^ da Gepova." cap ii 

s Von Hugel, “The Mystical Elcj of Rel' i,” vol u p 29 
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St. Catherine’s mind, so, too. her account of her own mterior 
processes is maned by a temble and unctuous interest m the 
peculiar graces vouchsafed to her.’ 

Madame Guyon’s value to the student of mysticism partly 
consists m this feeble quahty of her surface-intelligence, which 
hence had httle or no modifymg or contributory effect upon her 
spintual life and makes her an idefl "laboratory specimen” for 
the religious psychologist True to he- great principle of passivity 
or "quiet,” it lets the uncriticized inte mr impulses have their way ; 
thus we are able to observe their woricmgs uncomplicated by the 
presence of a vigorous mtellect or a disciphned will The wind ' 
that bloweth where it hsteth whistle, through her soul, and the 
response which she makes is that of weathercock rather than a 
windmill She moves to every current. >he often mistakes a draught 
for the divine breath , she feels her (/rations to be of enormous 
importance But m the description of ler awakenmg to the deeper 
life, even her effusive style acquires aiertain dignity » 

Madame Guyon had from her chilhood exhibited an almost 
tiresome taste for pious observance' At twelve years old she 
studied St Fran9ois de Sales and St Janne Fran9oise de Chantal; 
begged her confessor to teach her th art of mental prayer, and 
when he omitted to do so, tried to teaci herself, but without result .3 
She wished at this time to become aiun of the Visitation, as St. 
Catherine at the same age wanted toie an Augustmian canoness; 
but as the longings of httle girls c twelve for the cloister are 
seldom taken seriously, we are not srprised to find the refusal of 
her parents’ consent chronieb in the chapter which is headed 
“Dtverses croix chez M sc plre." Growing up into an unusually 
beautiful young womi, she went mto society, and for a short 
tiTTip enjoyed life in--n almost worldly way Her marriage with 
Jacques Guyon, hoover— a mdrriage of which she signed the 
articles without eve being told the bridegroom’s name — ^put an 
end to her gaiety "‘ie whole town was pleased by this marriage; 
and m all this nJicmg only I was sad . hardly was I married, 
when the remembnce of my old desire to be a nun overcame me ”4 
Her early mar^d life was ^cessively unhappy. She was soon 

* It IS clear fr" . . — & of C3i x (pt i ) of her Autobiography that 

Madame Goyon's editfi were conscioiB, if she was not, of some of the close 
comcidelices between hqxpenences ard those of St Catherine of Genoa The 
parallel between their ea) years is so e>act and descends to such minute details 
that I am inclined to t\h that the hnowledge of this resemblance, and the 
gratification with which she wauimtuiaUy regard it, has governed or modified 
her memories of this past Hence) irious and hitherto unnoticed case of , 
“unconscious spiritual plagiarism | se 

> For a thoroughly hostile accol - luba ‘The Psychology of Religious 
Mysticism,” cap iv i . ^ 

3 Vie, pt 1 cap IV 4 Op. ctl , pt. i. cap vi 
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driven to look for comfort in the practices of religion "Made to 
love much, and findmg nothing to love around her, she gave hei 
love to God," says Guemer tersely.- But she was not satisfied 
hke most of her fellow-contemplatives, she was already vaguely 
conscious of something that she missed, some vital power unused^ 
and identified this somethuig with the “orison of quiet,” the 
“practice of the presence of God” which mystically minded 
fnends had described to her She tned to attam to it deliberately 
and naturally failed “I coi^ll not give myself by multiplicity that 
which Thou Thyself givesl, and which is only experienced in 
simplicity 

When these ulterior struggles had lasted for nearly two years 
and Madame Guyon was nineteen, the long desired, almost 
despaired of, apprehension came — as it did to St Catherine— 
suddenly, magically almos, and under curiously parallel con- 
ditions It was the result ofa few words spoken by a Franciscan 
friar whom a “secret force actmg m her interest had brought 
into the neighbourhood, am whom she had been advised to con- 
sult He was a recluse, wh disliked hearing the confessions of 
women, and appears to hav been far from pleased by her visit 
an annoyance which he aftewards attributed to her fashionable 
appearance, "which filled hn with apprehension.” “He hardly 
came forward, and was a Icig tune without speaking to me I, 
however, did not fail to spek to him and to tell him m a few 
words ray difficulties on the ibject of orison He at once replied, 
‘Madame, you are seeking y^jutjthat which you have within’ 
Accustom yourself to seek God ih'yotiown heart, and you will 
find him.’ Having said this, he left me Ip n»xt morning he was 
greatly astonished when I agam visited hmand told him the 
effect which these words had had upon my so for, indeed, they 
were as an arrow, which pierced my heart tbmgh and through 
I felt in this moment a profound wound, whicwas full of delight 
and of love — a wound so sweet tbat I desirec^Iat it might never 
heal These words had put into my heart thawhich I sought for 
so many years, or, rather, they caused me tqnd that which was 
there. O, my Lord, you were witmn my het, and you asked of 
me only that I should return with-n, m order ^at I might feel your 
presence O, Infinite Goodness, you were sc^ear, and I, r unnin g 
here and there to seek you, fouid you xH" She, too’ hke St 
Catherine, learned m this instant the long-^ght practice of orison 
or contemplation “From the moment giiich I have spoken my 
orison was emptied of all form, s^i^, and images j nothing of my 
onson passed through the mm45ut it was an orison of joyous 
possession in the Will, where th^te for God was so great, pure, 

- “Madame Guyon " p. s6. ^ ^ > Vie, pt. i. cap. vm. 
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and simple that it attracted and absorbed the two other powers 
of the soul m a profound recollection without action or bpeedi.”i 

Take now the case of a less emment mystic, who has also left 
behmd him a vivid personal description of his entrance upon the 
Mystic Way Rulman Merswin was a wealthy, pious, and respected 
merchant of Strassburg In the year 1347, when he was about 
thirty-six years old, he retired from business in order that he 
might wholly devote himself to rehgious matters It was the time 
of that spiritual revival within the Ca^ohc Church m Germany 
which, largely influenced by the great Rhenish mystics Suso and 
Tauler, is identified with the “Friends of God”, and Merswin 
himself was one of Tauler’s disciples * 

One evening, m the autumn which followed his retirement, 
"about the time of Martmmas,” he was strolling in his garden 
alone. Meditating as he walked, a picture of the Crucifix suddenly 
presented itself to his mind In such an imaginary vision as this 
there is nothing, of course, that we can call abnorm^. The thoughts 
of a devout Catholic, influenced by Tauler and his school, must 
often have taken such a direction during his solitary strolls. This 
time, however, the mental image of the Cross seems to have 
released subconscious forces which had long been gathermg way. 
Merswm was abruptly filled with a violent hatred of the world 
and of his own free-wiU "Liftmg his eyes to heaven he solemnly 
swore that he would utterly surrender his own will, person, and 
goods to the service of God.”3 

This act of complete surrender, releasing as it were the earth- 
bound self, was at once followed by the onset of pure mystical 
perception. "The reply from on high came quickly A brilliant 
hght shone about hims he heard in his ears a divine voice of 

> op. cit , loc. nt 

> One of the best English accounts of this movement and the great personalities 
concerned in it is in Rufus Jones, “Studies in Mystical Religion," cap xiii 

3 A. Jundt, “Rulman Merswm," p 19 M Jundt has condensed his account, 
which 1 here translate, from Merswin's autobiographical story of his conversion, 
published in Bettrage zu den theolagrschen Wissenschajten, v (Jena, 1854) Our 
whole knowledge of Merswin's existence depends on the group of documents which 
includes this confession, the ‘Book of Two Men," the ‘ Vision of Nine Rocks," 
and his other reputed works The authenticity of these documents has been 
much questioned, and they have doubtless su&ered severely from the editorial 
energy of his followers Some critics even regard them as pious fictions, useless 
as evidence of the incidents of Merswm's life With this view, upheld by Karl 
Reider ("Der Cottesfreund von Oberland," 1905), I cannot agree A possible solu- 
tion of the many difficulties is that of M Jundt, who believes that we have 
in Merswin and the mysterious “Friend of God of the Oberland,” who pervades 
his spiritual career, a remarkable case of dissociated personality Merswm's 
peculiar psychic make-up, as described in his autobiography, supports this view 
the adoption of ivhich I shall assume m future references to his life It is mcredible 
that the vivid account of bis conversim which 1 quote should be merely 
“tendency-literature," without basis in f ct Compare Jundt's monograph, and 
also Rufus Jones, op. cii pp, 245-253, wh^re the whole problem is discussed 
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adorable sweetness ; he felt as if he were lifted from the ground 
and carried several times completely round his garden Optical 
disturbance, auditions, and the sense of levitation, are of course 
frequent physical accompaniments of these shiftings of the level 
of consciousness There are few cases in which one or other is not 
present, and in some we find all Coming to himself after this 
experience, Merswin’s heart was filled by a new consciousness of 
the Divine, and by a transport of mtense love towards God which 
made him undertake wit^ great energy the acts of mortification 
which he beheved necessary to the purification of his soul From 
this time onwards, his mystical consciousness steadily developed 
That It was a consciousness wholly different m kind fiom the 
sincere piety which had previously caused him to retire from busi- 
ness m order to devote himself to rehgious truth, is proved by 
the name of Conversion which he apphes to the vision of the 
garden, and by the fact that he dates from this pomt the beginning 
of his real hfe 

The conversion of Merswm's greater contemporary, Suso, seems 
to have been less abrupt Of its first stage he speaks vaguely at 
the beginnmg of his autobiography, wherein he says that “he 
began to be converted when in the eighteenth year of his age 
He was at this time, as St Francis had been, restless, dissatisfied , 
vaguely conscious of something essential to his peace, as yet 
unfound His temperament, at once deeply human and ardently 
spiritual, passionately appreciative of sensuous beauty yet 
unable to rest in it, had not “unified itself” nor did it do so 
completely until after a period of purgation which is probably 
unequalled for its austerity in the history of the mysticism of the 
West “He was kept of God in this, that when he turned to those 
things that most enticed him he found neither happiness nor peace 
therein He was restless, and it seemed to him that something 
which w'as as yet unknown could alone give peace to his heart 
And he suffered greatly of this restlessness . God at last dehvered 
him by a complete conversion His brothers m rehgion were 
astonished by so quick a change : for the event took them unawares 
Some said of it one thing, and some another: but none could know 
the reason of his conversion It was God Who, by a hidden light, 
had caused this return to Himself "i 

This secret conversion was completed by a more violent uprush 
of the now awakened and active transcendental powers Suso, 
whom one can imagine as a great and highly nervous artist if his 


' Jundt, op cit , loc Cl/ 

I “Leben und Schnften" (Diepenbrock), cap i Suso’s autobiography is 
written m the third person He refers to himself throughout under the title of 
“Servitor of the Eternal Wisdom " 3 Op c%t , loc ctl. 
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genius had not taken the channel of sanctity instead, was subject 
all his hfe to visions of pecuhar nchness and beauty Often these 
visions seem to have floated up, as it were, from the subhmmal 
region without disturbing the course of his conscious life , and to 
be httle more than pictorial images of his ardour towards and 
intuition of, divine reahties The great ecstatic vision — or rather 
apprehension — ^with which the senes opens, however, is of a very 
different kind, and represents the charactenstic experience of 
Ecstasy m its fullest form It is dejenbed with a detail and 
intensity which make it a particularly valuable document of the 
mystical hfe It is doubtful whether Suso ever saw more than this : 
the course of his long education rather consisted m an adjustment ' 
of his nature to the Reahty which he then perceived 

“In the first days of his conversion it happened upon the Feast 
of St Agnes, when the Convent had breakfasted at midday, that 
the Servitor went into the choir He was alone, and he placed 
himself m the last stall on the prior's side And he was m much 
suffermg, for a heavy trouble weighed upon his heart And being 
there alone, and devoid of aU consolations — no one by his side, 
no one near him — of a sudden his soul was rapt in his body, or 
out of his body Then did he see and hear that which no tongue 
can express 

“That which the Servitor saw had no form neither any manner 
of being; yet he had of it a joy such as he might have known in 
the seeing of the shapes and substances of all joyful things. His 
heart was hungry, yet satisfied, lus soul was full of contentment 
and joy his prayers and hopes were all fulfilled. And the Friar 
could do naught but contemplate this Shining Brightness, and 
he altogether forgot himself and all other things Was it day or 
night ^ He knew not It was, as it were, a manifestation of the 
sweetness of Eternal Life in the sensations of silence and of rest. 
Then he said, ‘If that which I see and feel be not the Kingdom of 
Heaven, I know not what it can be for it is very sure that the 
endurance of all possible pains were but a poor price to pay for 
the eternal possession of so great a joy.’ ” 

The physical accompaniments of ecstasy were also present. 
“This ecstasy lasted from half an hour to an hour, and whether 
his soul were in the body or out of the body he could not tell 
But when he came to his senses it seemed to him that he returned 
from another world And so greatly did his body suffer m this 
short rapture that it seemed to him that none, even in dying, 
could suffer so greatly in so short a time The Servitor came to 
himself moaning, and he fell down upon the ground like a man 
who swoons And he cried inwardly, heaving great sighs from the 
depth of his soul and saying, 'Oh, my God, where was I and where 
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am I?' And again, ‘Oh, my heart's ]oy, never shall my soul forget 
this hour’’ He walked, but it was but his body that walked, as a 
machine might do None knew from his demeanour that which 
was taking place within But his soul and his spirit were full of 
marvels , heavenly lightnmgs passed and repassed m the deeps of 
his being, and it seemed to him that he walked on air And all 
the powers of his soul were full of these heavenly delights He was 
like a vase from which one has taken a precious ointment, but in 
which the perfume long remains ” 

Finally, the last phrases of the chapter seem to suggest the true 
position of this exalted pleasure-state as a first link in the long 
chain of mystical development. “This foretaste of the happiness 
of heaven,” he says, “the which the Servitor enjoyed for many 
days, excited in him a most lively desire for God 

Mystical activity, then, hke all other activities of the self, opens 
with that sharp stimulation of the will, which can only be obtained 
through the emotional life 

Suso was a scholar, and an embryo ecclesiastic During the 
period which elapsed between his conversion and his descnption 
of it, he was a disciple of Meister Eckhart, a student of Dionysius 
and St Thomas Aquinas His wntmgs show famihanty with the 
categories of mystical theology, and naturally enough this cir- 
cumstance, and also the fact that they were written for purposes 
of edification, may have dictated to some extent the language 
in which his conversion-ecstasy is described As against this, I 
will give two first-hand descriptions of mystical conversion in 
which it is obvious that theological learning plays little or no part. 
Both written in France within a few years of one another, they 
represent the impact of Reality on two minds of very different 
calibre One is the secret document in which a great genius set 
down, in words intended only for his own eyes, the record of a 
two hours’ ecstasy. The other is the plain, unvarnished statement 
of an uneducated man of the peasant class The first is, of course, 
the celebrated Memorial, or Amulet, of Pascal, the second is the 
Relation of Brother Lawrence 

The Memorial of Pascal is a scrap of parchment on which, 
roimd a rough drawing of the Flaming Cross, there are written a 
few strange phrases, abrupt and broken words, all we know 
about one of the strangest ecstatic revelations chronicled in the 
history of the mystic type After Pascal’s death a servant found 
a copy of this httle document, now lost, sewn up m his doublet 
He seems always to have worn it upon his person a perpetual 
memorial of the supernal experience, the initiation into Reahty, 
which it descnbes. Though Bremand has shown that the opening 

‘ Leben, cap ui. 
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of Pascal’s spiritual eyes had begun, on his own declaration, 
eleven months earlier, "d’une maniere douce et obhgeante,"* the 
conversion thus prepared was only made actual by this abrupt 
illumination, endmg, a long period of spintual stress, m which 
indifference to his ordinary interests was counterbalanced by an 
utter inabihty to feel the attractive force of that Divine Reality 
which his great mind discerned as the only adequate object of 
desire 

The Memorial opens thus* — 

■i 

"L’an de grace 1654 

lundi, 23 novembre, jour dc Saint Clement, pape 
et martyr, et autres an martyrologe, 
veille de Saint Chrysogone, martyr et autres, 
depuis environ drx heures et demie du soir jusques 
environ minuit et demie. 

Feu " 

"From half-past ten till half-past twelve, Fire>’’ That is aU, so 
far as description is concerned, but enough, apparently, to remind 
the initiate of all that passed The rest teUs us only the passion of 
]oy and conviction which this nameless revelation — this long, 
blazing vision of Reality — ^brought in its tram It is but a series 
of amazed exclamations, crude, breathless words, placed there 
helter-skelter, the artist in him utterly in abeyance; the names 
of the overpowermg emotions which swept him, one after the other, 
as the Fire of Love disclosed its secrets, evoked an answering flame 
of humility and rapture in his soul. 

"Dieu d’Abraham, Dieu d’Isaac, Dieu dc Jacob, 

Non des philosophes et des savants 
Certitude Certitude Sentiment Joic Paix ” 

"Not the God of philosophers and of scholars'” cries in amaze- 
ment this great scholar and philosopher abruptly turned from 
knowledge to love 

"Oubli du monde et de tout hormis Dieu,” he says agam, 
seeing his universe suddenly swept clean of all but this Transcen- 
dent Fact. Then, "Le monde ne t’a point connu, mmsje t’ai connu. 
Joie! ]oie ]oie' pleurs de ]oiei” Compare with the classic style, 
the sharp and lucid definition of the "Pensees,” the irony and 
glitter of the “Provinciales,” these little broken phrases — this 
child-hke stammering speech — which a supreme master of 
language has tried to tell his wonder and his delight I know few 
things m the history of mysticism at once more convincmg, more 
poignant than this hidden talisman; upon which the brUhant 

* Bremond, “Histoire Litteraire du Sentiment Religieux en France," vol iv. 
PP 359 sej. 
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scholar and stylist, the merciless disputant, has jotted down m 
hard, crude words, which yet seem charged with passion— the 
marticulate language of love — a memorial of the certitude, the 
peace, the ]oy, above all, the reiterated, all-surpassing joy, which 
accompanied his ecstatic apprehension of God 

"Mon Dieu, me quitterez vous?” he says again, the fire ap- 
parently beginning to die down, the ecstasy drawing to an end 
"Que je n'en sois pas separe etemeUement i” “Are you going to 
leave me? Oh, let me not be separated from j^ou for everi” — the 
one unendurable thought*' which would, said Aquinas, rob the 
' Beatific Vision of its glory, were we not sure that it can never fade * 
But the rhapsody is over, the vision of the Fire has gone, and the 
rest of the Memorial clearly contains Pascal’s meditations upon his 
experience, rather than a transcnpt of the experience itself It 
ends with the watchword of all mysticism. Surrender — “Renoncia- 
tion, totale et douce” in Pascal’s words — the only way, he thinks, 
m which he can avoid continued separation from Reality = 

Pascal’s vision of Light, Life, and Love was highly ecstatic; 
an mdescnbablc, incommunicable experience, which can only be 
suggested by his broken words of certitude and joy. By his simple 
contemporary. Brother Lawrence, that Transcendent Reality 
Who "is not the God of philosophers and scholars,” was perceived 
m a moment of abrupt intuition, peculiarly direct, unecstatic and 
untheological m type, but absolutely enduring m its results. 
Lawrence was an uneducated young man of the peasant class, 
who first served as a soldier, and afterwards as a footman in a 
great French family, where he annoyed his masters by breaking 
everything. When he was between fifty and sixty years of age, 
he entered the Carmelite Order as a lay brother, and the letters, 
"spiritual maxims,” and conversations belonging to this period of 
his hfe were published after his death m i6gi "He told me,” says 
the anonymous reporter of the conversations, supposed to be 
M Beaufort, who was about 1660 Grand Vicar to the Cardinal 
de NoaiUes, "that God had done him a singular favour m his 
conversion at the age of eighteen That m the winter, seeing a tree 
stnpped of its leaves, and considering that within a little time the 
leaves would be renewed, and after that the flowers and fruit 
appear, he received a high view of the Providence and Power of 
God, which has never since been effaced from his soul. That this 

‘ “Summa contra Gentiles," 1 lu cap Ixu 

* The complete text of the Memonai is printed, among other places, in 
Faugere’s edition of the “Pensfies, Fragments et Lettres de Blaise Pascal,” 
2nd ed , Paris, 1897 Tome 1 p 269, and is reproduced in facsimile by Bremond, 
loc ett Bremond holds that the Memorial is the record of two distinct experiences 
a “mystical experience in the proper meanmg of the word,” and an “aflcctivc 
meditation arising from it " This view does not seem incompatible with my 
original description, which I theicfore retain (Note to ulh ed ) 
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view had set him perfectly loose from the world and km^^ 
him such a love for God that he could not tell whether it 
increased m above forty years that he had hved smce 

Such use of visible nature as the stuff of ontological perceptions, 
the medium whereby the self reaches out to the Absolute, is not 
rare m the history of mysticism. The mysterious vitality of trees, 
the silent magic of the forest, the strange and steady cycle of its 
hfe, possess in a pecuhar degree this power of unleashing the 
human soul are curiously fnendly to its cravmgs, minister to its 
inarticulate needs. Unsulhed l#y the corroding touch of conscious- 
ness, that hfe can make a contact with the "great life of the All”; 
and through its mighty rhythms mem can receive a message 
concemmg the true and timeless World of "all that is, and was, 
and evermore shall be ” Plant hfe of all kmds, indeed, from the 
"flower in the crannied wall" to the "Woods of Westermain” can 
easily become, for selves of a certain type, a "mode of the Infinite ” 
So obvious does this appear when we study the history of the 
mystics, that Steiner has drawn from it the hardly warrantable 
inference that "plants are just those natural phenomena whose 
quahties in the higher world are similar to their qualities m the 
physical world ”* 

Though the conclusion be not convincing, the fact remains. 
The flowery garment of the world is for some mystics a medium 
of ineffable perception, a source of exalted ]oy, the ventable 
clothmg of God. I need hardly add that such a state of things 
heis always been found incredible by common sense. "The tr»e. 
which moves some to tears of ]oy," says Blake, who possessed m 
an eminent degree this form of sacramental perception, "is m the 
Eyes of others only a green thing that stands m the Way ”3 

Such a perception of the Divme in Nature, of the true and holy 
meanmg of that rich, unresting hfe in which we are immersed, 
is really a more usual feature of Illumination than of Conversion. 
All the most marked examples of it must be referred to that 
state; and wiU be discussed when we come to its consideration. 
Sometimes, however, as m the case of Brother Lawrence, the 
first awakenmg of the self to consciousness of Reality does take 
this form The Uncreated Light mamfests Itself m and through 
created things This characteristically immanental discovery of 
the Absolute occurs chiefly m two classes m unlettered men who 
have lived close to Nature, and to whom her symbols are more 
famihar than those of the Churches or the schools, and m tempera- 
ments of the mixed or mystical type, who are nearer to the poet 
than to the true contemplative, for whom as a rule the Absolute 

* Brother Lawrence, “The Practice of the Presence of God," p g 

• “The Way of Initiation," p 134 3 “Lcllcis of \1 illiam Blake," ji 02 
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image ” “It was like entenng into another world, a new 
of existence,” says a witness quoted by Starbuck, speakmg 
of his own conversion “Natural objects were glorified My spiritual 
vision was so clarified that I saw beauty in every material object 
in the universe The woods were vocal with heavenly music.” 
“Oh, how I was changed' Everythmg became new My horses and 
hogs and everybody became changed'” exclaims with naive 
astonishment another in the same collection ^ “When I went in 
the morning into the fields to work,” says a third, “the glory of 
God appeared in all His visible creation I well remember we 
reaped oats, and how every straw and head of the oats seemed, 
as it were, arrayed m a kind of rainbow glory, or to glow, if 1 may 
so express it, in the glory of God ”* 

Amongst modem men, Walt Whitman possessed in a supreme 
degree the permanent sense of this glory, the "light rare, untenable, 
hghtmg the very fight ”3 But evidences of its existence, and the 
sporadic power of apprehending it, are scattered up and down the 
literature of the world. Its discovery constitutes the awakening 
of the mystical consciousness m respect of the World of Becoming 
a sharp and sudden break with the old and obvious way of seeing 
things. The human cinematograph has somehow changed its 
rhythm, and begins to register new and more real aspects of the 
external world With this, the self's first escape from the limitations 
of its conventional universe, it receives an immense assurance of 
a great and veritable life surrounding, sustaining, explaining its 
pwn Thus Richard Jefferies says, of the same age as that at 
which Suso and Brother Lawrence awoke to sudden consciousness 
of Reafity, "I was not more than eighteen when an inner and 
esoteric meanmg began to come to me from aU the visible universe 
"I now became lost, and absorbed into the being or existence of 
the universe . and losmg thus my separateness of being, came 
'to seem like a part of the whole ” "I feel on the margin of a fife 
imknown, very near, almost touching it — on the verge of powers 
►which, if I could grasp, would give men an inimcnse breadth of 
{existence ”4 

What was this "life unknown” but the Life known to the great 
mystics, which Richard Jeffenes apprehended in these moments 
of insight, yet somehow contrived to miss’ 

Such participation in the deep realities of t le World of Becom- 
ing, the boundless existence of a divine whole — ^which a modern 

• “The Psychology of Religion,’’ p 120 

’ James, “Varieties of Religious Experience," p 253 'LTiis phenomenon receives 
brilliant literary expression m John Masefield’s poem '‘The Everlasting Mercy" 
(1911) ' 

3 Whitman, “The Prayer of Columbus." 

4 “The Story of My Heart," pp 8, g, 45, i8r 
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psychologist has labelled and descnbed as “Cosmic Consciousness"* 
— whilst it IS not the final object of the mystic's journey, is a 
constant feature of it It may represent one-half of his character- 
istic consciousness an entrance mto communion with the second 
of the Triune Powers of God, the Word which "is through aU 
things everlastmgly ” Jefferies stood, as so many mystically minded 
men have done, upon the verge of such a transcendental life. 
The “heavenly door,” as RoUe calls it, was ajar but not pushed 
wide He peeped through it to the greater world beyond, but, 
unable to escape from the bonds oi his selfhood, he did not pass 
through to hve upon the independent spiritual plane 

Rolle, Jefferies's fellow countiyman, and his predecessor by 
close upon six hundred years m the ecstatic love and under- 
standmg of natural things, shall be our last example of the mystical 
awakening He, like his spiritual brother St Francis, and other 
typical cases, had passed through a preliminary period of struggle 
and oscillation between worldly hfe and a vague but growing' 
spirituahty between the superficial and the deeper self “My 
youth was fond, my childhood vam, my young age unclean,"* but 
"when I should flourish unhappily, and youth of wakeful age was 
now come, the grace of my Maker was near, the which lust of tem- 
poral shape restrained, and unto ghostly supplications turned my 
desires, and the soul, from low things lifted, to heaven has borne "3 
The real "life-changing," however, was sharply and charac- 
teristically marked off from this preparatory state. Rolle associ- 
ates it with the state which he calls “Heat" the form in which his 
ardour of soul was translated to the surface consciousness “Heat 
soothly I call when the mind truly is kindled in Love Everlasting, 
and the heart on the same manner to burn not hopingly but verily 
IS felt. The heart truly turned mto fire, gives feeling of burning 
love "4 This burning heat is not merely a mental experience In 
it we seem to have an unusual but not unique form of psycho- 
physical paraUehsm a bodily expression of the psychic travail 
and distress accompanying the “New Birth ”5 “More have I 
marvelled than I show, forsooth," he says m his prologue, “when 
I first felt my heart wax warm, and truly, not tmagimngly, but as 
ti were with a sensible fire, burned. I was forsooth marvelled, as 
this burning burst up in my soul, and of an unwonted solace ; for 

' Biicke, “Cosmic Consciousness, a Study in the Evolution of the Human 
Mmd " Philadelphia, 1905 * “Fire of Love," bk 1 cap xu 

3 Ibid , bk 1 cap xv 4 Ibid , cap xiv 

s Hilton and the autlior of “The Cloud of Uaknowmg" both refer to “sensible 
heat” as a well-known but dubious concomitant of spintual experience Compare 
the confession of a modem convert, "1 was siezed and possessed by an mterior 
flame, for which nothmg had prepared me, waves of fire succeedmg one another 
for more than two hours " ("Madeleine Sfmer, Convertie et Mystique,” 1874- 
1921, p 71 ) 
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in my ignorance of such healing abundance, oft have I groped my 
breast, seeing whether this burning were of any bodily cause 
outwardly. But when I knew that only it was kmdled of ghostly 
cause inwardly, and this burning was naught of fleshly love or 
desire, in this I conceived it was the gift of my Maker. Further 
on, he gives another and more detailed account “From the begin- 
rung, forsooth, of my hfe-changing and of my mind, to the opening 
of the heavenly door which Thy Face showed, that the heart 
might behold heavenly things and see by what way its Love it 
might seek and busily desire;, three years arc run except three 
months or four The door, forsooth, biding open, a year near-by I 
passed unto the time in which the heat of Love Everlasting was 
verily felt in heart I sat forsooth in a chapel and whilst with 
sweetness of prayer and meditation greatly I was dehghted, 
suddenly in me I felt a merry heat and unknown But at first I 
wondered, doubtmg of whom it should be , but a long time I am 
assured that not of the Creature but of my Maker it was, for more 
hot and gladder I found it 

To this we must add a passage which I cannot but think one 
of the most beautiful expressions of spiritual joy to be found in 
mystical literature. Based though it certainly is upon a passage 
in St Augustme — for the mghtmgale is not a Yorkshire bird — 
its sketch of the ideal mystic hfe, to the cultivation of which 
he then set himself, reveals m a few lines the most charming 
aspect of RoUe’s spintuahty, its poetic fervour, its capacity for 
ardent love 

"In the begmnmg truly of my conversion and singular purpose, 
I though I would be like the httle bird that for love of her lover 
longs, but in her longing she is gladdened when he comes that she 
loves And joying she smgs, and smging she longs, but in sweetness 
and heat. It is said the mghtmgale to song and melody aU night is 
given, that she may please him to whom she is joined How muckle 
more with greatest sweetness to Christ my Jesu should I sing, that 
is spouse of my soul by aU this present hfe, that is night m regard 
of clearness to corae.”3 

Glancmg back at the few cases here brought together, wc can 
see m them, I thmk, certain similjinties and diversities which are 
often of great psychologiceil mterest and importance and have 
their influence upon the subsequent development of the mystic 
life. We see m particular at this point — before purification, or the 
remaking of character, begins — ^the reaction of the natural self, 
its heart and its mind, upon that uprush of new truth which 
operates "mystical conversion ” This reaction is highly significant, 

* “Fire of I.ove,” bk 1 Prologue 1 Ibid., bk 1 cap xv 

3 Ibid , bk u cap xu. 
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and gives us a clue not only to the future development of the 
mystic, but to the general nature of man’s spiritual consciousness 
We have said' that this consciousness in its fuU development 
seems to be extended not in one but in two directions These 
directions, these two fundamental ways of apprehending Reahty, 
may be called the eternal and temporal, transcendent and 
imman ent, absolute and dynamic aspects of Truth. They comprise 
the twofold knowledge of a God Who is both Being and Becoming, 
near and far pairs of opposites which the developed mystical 
expenence will carry up into a higher synthesis But the first 
awakenmg of the mystic sense, the first breaking in of the supra- 
sensible upon the soul, commonly involves the emergence of one 
only of these complementary forms of perception One side always 
wakes first, the incoming message always choosing the path of 
least resistance Hence mystical conversion tends to belong to 1 
one of two distinctive types tends also, as regards its expression, 
to follow that temperamental inclination to objectivize Reahty 
as a Place, a Person, or a State which we found to govern the 
symbolic systems of the mystics * 

There is first, then, the apprehension of a splendour without : 
an expansive, formless, ineffable vision, a snatching up of the self, 
as it were, from knowledge of this world to some vague yet verit- 
able knowledge of the ne.xt The veil parts, and the Godhead is 
perceived as transcendent to, yet immanent in, the created universe. 
Not the personal touch of love transfiguring the soul, but the im- 
personal glory of a transfigured world, is the dominant note of 
this expenence and the reaction of the self takes the form of 
awe and rapture rather than of intimate affection Of such a kind 
was the conversion of Suso, and m a less degree of Brother 
Lawence Of this kind also were the Light which Rulman 
Merswm saw, and the mystical perception of the Being of the 
universe reported by Richard Jefferies and countless others 
This experience, if it is to be complete, if it is to involve the 
definite emergence of the self from "the prison of I-hood,” its 
setting out upon the Mystic Way, requires an act of concentration 
on the self’s part as the complement of its initial act of expansion. 
It must pass beyond the stage of metaphysical rapture or fluid 
splendour, and crystallize into a willed response to the Reahty 
perceived, a definite and personal relation must be set up between 
the self and the Absolute Life To be a spectator of Reality is not 
enough The awakened subject is not merely to perceive transcen- 
dent hfe, but to participate therein, and for this, a drastic and 
costly life-changmg is required In Jefferies's case this crystalliza- 
tloipHus heroic effort towards participation did not take place, and 
'■ Supra, p 35 ' Ibtd , p. 128 
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he never therefore laid hold of "the glory that has been revealed ’’ 
In Suso’s it did, "exciting in him a most lively desire for God ” 

In most cases this crystallization, tlj.ft personal and imperative 
concept which the mind constructs from the general and ineffable 
intuition of Reahty, assumes a theological character Often it 
presents itself to the consciousness m the form of visions or voices 
objective, as the Crucifix which spoke to St Francis, or mental, 
as the visions of the Cross experienced by Rulman Merswin and 
St Catherine of Genoa Nearly alwaj's, this concept, this intimate 
realization of the divine, has reference to the love and sorrow at 
the heart of things, the discord between Perfect Love and an 
imperfect world , whereas the complementary vision of Transcen- 
dence strikes a note of rapturous joy "The beatings of the Heart 
of God sounded like so many invitations which thus spake Come 
and do penance, come and be reconciled, come and be consoled, 
come and be blessed; come. My love, and receive all that the 
Beloved can give to His beloved. . . Come, My bride, and enjoy 
My Godhead 

It is to this personal touch, to the individual appeal of an 
immediate Presence, not to the great light and the Beatific Vision, 
that the awakened self makes its most ardent, most heroic response 
Not because he was rapt from himself, but because the figure on 
the Cross called him by name, saying, "Repair My Church” did 
St Francis, with that simplicity, that disregard of worldly values 
which constituted his strength, accept the message in a literal 
sense and set himself instantly to the work demanded, bringing 
stones, and, m defiance alike of comfort and convention, building 
up with his own hands the crumbhng walls 

In many conversions to the mystic life, the revelation of an 
external splendour, the shining vision of the transcendent spiritual 
world, IS wholly absent -^The self awakes to that which is within, 
rather than to that which is without • to the immanent not the 
transcendent God, to the personal not the cosmic relation Where 
those who look out receive the revelation of Divine Beauty, those 
who look in receive rather the wound of Divine Love another 
aspect of the "triple star ” Emotional mystics such as Richard 
RoUe and Madame Guyon give us this experience in an extreme 
form We find in St Catherine of Genoa a nobler example of the 
same type of response That inward revelation in its anguish and 
abruptness, its rending apart of the hard tissues of I-hood and vivid 
disclosures of the poverty of the finite self, seemed, says the legend 
of St Catherine "the wound of Unmeasured Love,” an image in 
which we seem to hear the very accents of the saint "A wound full 
of delight,” says the effusive Madame Guyon, "I wished that it 

' St MecliUuId of Ilaokborn, “Liber Specialis Gratiie,” 1 ii cap 1 
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might never heal ” Rolle calls this piercing rapture a great heat 
the heat which is to light the Fire of Love “As it were if the finger 
were put in fire, it should be clad with feehng of burning so the 
soul with love (as aforesaid) set afire, truly feels most very heat 

Love, passionate and all-doimnant, here takes the place of that 
joyous awe which we noticed as the characteristic reaction upon 
reality in conversions of the Transcendent type In the deep and 
strong temperaments of the great mystics this love passes quickly 
— sometimes instantly — from the emotional to the volitional stage 
Their response to the voice of the Absolute is not merely an effusion 
of sentiment, but an act of will an act often of so deep and com- 
prehensive a kind as to involve the complete change of the outward 
no less than of the inward life “Divine love,” says Dionysius, 
"drjiva those whom it seizes beyond themselves, and this so 
greatly that they belong no longer to themselves but wholly to 
the Object loved 

Merswin’s oath of self-surrender St Catherine of Genoa’s 
passionate and decisive “No more world' no more sms'” St 
Francis’s naive and instant devotion to church-restoration in its 
most literal sense these things are earnests of the reality of the 
change They represent — symbohze as well as they can upon the 
sensual plane — the spontaneous response of the living organism 
to a fresh external stimulus its first effort of adjustment to the 
new conditions which that stimulus represents They complete the 
process of conversion, which is not one-sided, not merely an 
infusion into the surface-consciousness of new truth, but rather 
the beginning of a life-process, a breaking down of the old and 
building up of the new A never to be ended give-and-take is 
set up between the individual and the Absolute The Spirit of Life 
has been bom and the first word it learns to say is Abba, Father 
It aspires to its origin, to Life in its most intense manifestation • / 
hence all its instincts urge it to that activity which it feels to be 
inseparable from life It knows itself a member of that mighty 
family m which the stars are numbered the family of the sons 
of God, who, free and creative, sharing the rapture of a living, 
striving Cosmos, “shout for joy ” 

So, even m its very begmnmg, we see how active, how pro- 
foundly organic, how deeply and widely alive is the true contem- 
plative life , how truly on the transcendent as on the phenomenal 
plane, the law of living things is action and reaction, force and 
energy The awakening of the self is to a new and more active 
plane of being, new and more personal relations with Reahty; 
hence to a new and more real work which it must do. 


' “The Fire of Love," bk 1 cap 1 

> Dionysius the Areopagite, “De Divinis Nommibus," iv. 13. 
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Purification the necessary corollary of conversion — ^The Self's adjustment to 
Reality — Cleansing of the powers of perception — Acquirement of “ goodne-s" — 
Self-knowledge — Contrition — St Catherine of Genoa on Purgatory — ^Love the 
agent of punfication — Purgation accompanies the whole mystic life, but the 
Purgative Vl'ay is the completion of conversion — Self-simplification — Cleansing 
and stripping — Detachment — Poverty, Chastity, and Obedience the funda- 
mental rnvstic_yirtues — Spirit ual Poverty the essence of liberty — TacoiJoiih da 
lofli on Poverty — St, Francis of Assisi— The “Sacrum Coriimefcium" — Eckhart 
ou~TDefa(,hmcnt — ^An attitude not an act — Its various forms — St Teresa — 
Antoinette Bourignan — St Doucelme — ^Perverted detachment— Mortification — 
The positive aspect of Purgation — The remaking of character — Death of the 
lower nature — Once the new life is estabhshed, mortification ends — “The Mirror 
of Simple Souls" — St Catherine of Genoa — The psychological aspect of mortifi- 
cation — Active suffering — The heroic side of purification — Tauler — The conquest 
of fastidiousness — St Francis of Assisi — ^Margery Kempe — St Catherine of 
Genoa — Madame Guyon — Purgation essential to all mysticism — Its last stages — 
The Game of Love — ^The fluctuatmg transcendents consciousness — Rulman 
Merswin — ^The passage from Purgation to Illummation — ^The three factors ol 
the Purgative Way — Conclusion 

H ere, then, stands the newly awakened self aware, for the 
first time, of reality, responding to that reality by deep 
movements of love and of awe She sees herself, however, 
not merely to be thrust into a new world, but set at the beginning 
of a new road Activity is now to be her watchword, pilgrimage 
the business of her life "That a quest there is, and an end, is the 
single secret spoken ” Under one symbol or another, the need of 
that long slow process of transcendence, of character building, 
whereby she is to attain freedom, become capable of living upon 
high levels of reality, is present m her consciousness Those in 
I whom this growth is not set going are no mystics, in the e-\act 
sense in which that word is here used, however great their 
temporary illumination may have been 

\^^at must be the first step of the self upon this road to perfect 
union with the Absolute? Clearly, a getting rid of all those 
elements of normal experience which are not in harmony with 
reality of illusion, evil, imperfection of every kind By false 
desires and false thoughts man has built up for himself a false 
universe as a mollusc, by the deliberate and persistent absorp- 
tion of lime and rejection of all else, can build up for itself a hard 
shell which shuts it from the external world, and only represents in 
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a distorted and unrecognisable form the ocean from which it was 
obtained This hard and wholly unnutntious shell, this one-sided 
secretion of the surface-consciousness, makes as it were a little 
cave of illusion for each separate soul A hteral and deliberate 
getting out of the cave must be for every mystic, as it was for 
Plato's pnsoners, the first step in the individual hunt for reality 

In the plain language of old-fashioned theology “man’s sin is 
stamped upon man’s universe ’’ We see a sham world because we 
hve a sham life We do not know ourselves , hence do not know the 
true character of our senses and mstmets , hence attribute wrong 
values to their suggestions and declarations concerning our 
relation to the external woild That world, which we have distorted 
by identifymg it with our own self-regarding arrangements of 
its elements, has got to reassume for us the character of Reality, 
of God In the purified sight of the great mystics it did reassume 
this character their shells were opened wide, they knew the tides 
of the Eternal Sea This lucid apprehension of the True is what 
we mean when we speak of the Illumination which results from a 
faithful acceptance of the tnals of the Purgative Way 

That which we call the “natural" self as it exists m the “natural” 
world — ^the “old Adam" of St. Paul — is wholly incapable of super- 
sensual adventure All its activities are grouped about a centre of 
consciousness whose correspondences are with the matenal world. 
In the moment of its awakening, it is abruptly made aware of this 
disability. It knows itself finite It now aspires to the infinite. It 
is encased in the hard crust of individuality it aspires to union 
with a larger self It is fettered it longs for freedom. Its every sense 
is attuned to illusion it craves for harmony with the Absolute 
Truth “God is the only Reality,” says Patmore, “and we are real 
only as far as we are in His order and He is in us Whatever form, 
then, the mystical adventure may take it, must begin with a 
change in the attitude of the subject , a change which will intro- 
duce it into the order of Reality, and enable it to set up permanent 
relations with an Object which is not normally part of its universe. 
Therefore, though the end of mysticism is not adequately defined 
as goodness, it entails the acquirement of goodness The virtues 
are the “ornaments of the spiritual marriage” because that 
marriage is union with the Good no less than with the Beautiful 
and the True 

Primarily, then, the self must be purged of all that stands 
between it and goodness putting on the character of reality 
instead of the character of illusion or “sin ” It longs ardently 
to do this from the first moment in which it sees itself m 
the all-reveahng radiance of the Uncreated Light “When love 
> “The Rod, the Root, and the Flower," “Magna Moralia," xxii 
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openeth the inner eyes of the soul for to see this truth,” says Hilton, 
“with other circumstances that come withall, then begimielh the 
soul for sooth to be vastly meek For then by the sight of God it 
feeleth and seeth itself as it is, and then doth the soul forsake the 
beholding and leaning to itself 

So, with Dante, the first terrace of the Mount of Purgatory 
is devoted to the cleansing of pride and the production of humility 
the inevitable — one might almost say mechanical — result of a 
vision, however fleeting, of Reahty, and an undistorted sight of 
the earthbound self All its life that self has been measuring its 
candlelight by other candles Now for the first time it is out in 
the open air and sees the sun "This is the way,” said the voice 
of God to St Catherine of Siena m ecstasy "If thou wilt arrive 
at a perfect knowledge and enjoyment of Me, the Eternal Truth, 
thou shouldst never go outside the knowledge of thyself , and by 
humbling thyself in the valley of humihty thou wilt know Me and 
thj^self , from which knowledge thou wilt draw all that is necessary 

In self knowledge, then, thou wilt humble thyself, seeing 
that, in thyself, thou dost not even exist 

The first thing that the self observes, when it turns back upon 
itself in that awful moment of lucidity — enters, as St Catherine 
says, into "the cell of self-knowledge,” — is the horrible contrast 
between its clouded contours and the pure sharp radiance of the 
Real, between its muddled faulty life, its perverse self-centred 
drifting, and the clear onward sweep of that Becoming in which it 
IS immersed It is then that the outlook of rapture and awe 
receives the countersign of repentance The harbinger of that new 
self which must be bom appears under the aspect of a desire a 
passionate longing to escape from the suddenly perceived hateful- 
ness of selfhood, and to conform to Reality, the Perfect which it 
has seen under its aspect of Goodness, of Beauty, or of Love — to 
be worthy of it, in fact to be real "This showing,” says Gerlac 
Petersen of that experience, "is so vehement and so strong that 
the whole of the interior man, not only of his heart but of his body, 
IS marvellously moved and shaken, and faints within itself, unable 
to endure it And by this means, his interior aspect is made clear 
without any cloud, and conformable in its own measure to Him 
whom he seeks ”3 

The lives of the mj'stics abound in instances of the "vehemence 
of this showing” of the deep-seated sense of necessity which urges 
the newly awakened self to a life of discomfort and conflict, often 
to intense poverty and pain, as the only way of replacing false 
expenence by true Here the transcendental consciousness, exalted 

• “The Scale of Perfection," bk u cap xxxvii 

“ Dialogo, cap iv 3 “Ignituxn cum Deo Soliloquium," cap xi 
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by a clear intuition of its goal, and not merely "counting” but 
perceiving the world to be obviously well lost for such a prize, takes 
the reins It forces on the unwilhng surface mind a sharp vision 
of its own disabdities, its ugly and imperfect life , and the thirst 
for Perfection which is closely bound up with the mystic tempera- 
ment makes instant response “No more sins was the first cry of 
St. Catherine of Genoa in that crucial hour in which she saw by 
the light of love her own self-centred and distorted past She 
entered forthwith upon the Purgative Wjay, in which for four years 
she suffered under a profound sense of imperfection, endured 
fasting, solitude and mortification, and imposed upon herself the 
most repulsive duties in her efforts towards that self-conquest 
which should make her "conformable in her own measure” to the 
dictates of that Pure Love which was the aspect of reahty that 
she had seen It is the inner conviction that this conformity — 
this transcendence of the unreal — is possible and indeed normal, 
which upholds the mystic during the terrible years of Purgation . 
so that "not only without heavmess, but with a joy unmeasured 
he casts back all thing that may him let ”* 

To the true lover of the Absolute, Purgation no less than 
Illumination is a privilege, a dreadful ]oy It is an earnest of in- 
creasing life "Let me suffer or diei" said St Teresa a strange 
alternative in the ears of common sense, but a forced option in 
the spintual sphere However harsh its form, however painful the 
activities to which it spurs him, the mystic recognizes in this break- 
up of his old universe an essential part of the Great Work and the 
act in which he turns to it is an act of loving desire, no less than 
an act of will "Burning of love into a soul truly taken all vices 
purgeth for whilst the true lover with strong and fervent 
desire into God is borne, aU things him displease that from the sight 
Njf God withdraw His eyes once opened, he is eager for that 
costly ordering of his disordered loves which alone can establish 
his correspondences with Transcendental Life ' 'Teach me, my only 
]oy," cries Suso, “the way in which I may bear upon my body the 
marks of Thy Love " "Come, my soul, depart from outward 
things and gather thyself together mto a true interior silence, that 
thou mayst set out with all thy courage and bury and lose thy- 
self m the desert of a deep contrition ."3 

It is m this torment of contrition, this acute consciousness of 
unworthiness, that we have the first swing back of the oscillating 
self from the initial state of mystic pleasure to the complementary 
state of pain It is, so to speak, on its transcendental side, the reflex 

» Richard Rolle, “The Mending of Life,” cap i 
’ Ibtd , “The Fire of Ixive," bk i cap xxiii 
3 “Buchlein von derewigen Weisheit," cap v. 
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action which follows the first touch of God Thus, w'e read that 
Rulman Merswin, "swept away by the transports of Divine Love," 
did not surrender himself to the passive enjoyment of this first 
taste of Absolute Being, but was impelled by it to diligent and 
instant self-criticism He was “seized with a hatred of his body, 
and inflicted on himself such hard mortifications that he fell iir'i 
It is useless for lovers of healthy-mmdedness to resent this 
and similar examples of self-examination and penance to label 
them morbid or mediaeval The fact remains that only such bitter 
knowledge of wrongness of relation, seen by the light of ardent 
love, can spur the will of man to the hard task of readjustment 

‘T saw full surely," says Juhan of Norwich, "that it behoveth 
needs to be that we should be m longmg and m penance, until 
the time that we be led so deep mto God that we verily and truly 
know our own soul 

Dante’s whole journey up the Mount of Purgation is the 
dramatic presentation of this one truth. So, too, the celebrated 
description of Purgatory attributed to St. Catherine of Genoa! is 
obviously founded upon its author’s inward experience of this 
Purgative Way In it, she applies to the souls of the dead her 
personal consciousness of the necessity of punfication , its place in 
the organic process of spiritual growth. It is, as she acknowledges 
at the beginning, the projection of her own psychological adven- 
tures upon the background of the spiritual world its substance 
being simply the repetition after death of that eager and heroic 
acceptance of suffering, those drastic acts of purification, which 
she has herself been compelled to undertake under the whip of the 
same psychic necessity — ^that of removing the rust of illusion, 
cleansing the mirror in order that it may receive the divine light 
“It is,” she says, "as with a covered object, the object cannot 
respond to the rays of the sun, not because the sun ceases to shine 
— for it shines without intermission — but because the covering 
intervenes Let the covering be destroyed, and again the object 
will be exposed to the sun, and will answer to the rays which beat 
against it in proportion as the work of destruction advances 
Thus the souls are covered by a rust — that is, by sin — ^which is 
gradually consumed away by the fire of purgatory The more it is 
consumed, the more they respond to God their true Sun Their 
happiness increases as the rust falls off and lays them open to 
the divine ray . . the instinctive tendency to seek happiness in 

' Jundt, “Rulman Merswin," p 19 

• “Revelalionb of Divine Love," cap ivi. 

3 I ofter no opinion upon this question of authorship Those interested may 
consult Von Hugcl, “The Mystical Element of Religion," vol 1 , Appendix 
Whoever may be responsible for its present form, the Treatise ls clearly founded 
upon first-hand mystic experience which is all that our present purpose requires 
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’^d develops itself, and goes on increasing through the fire of love, 

, 'iwhich draws it to its end with such impetuosity and vehemence 
that any obstacle seems intolerable , and the more clear its vision, 

I the more extreme its pain 

f "Mostratene la via di gire al monte •” cry the souls of the 
newly-dead in Dante’s vision,* pushed by that “instinctive 
tendency” towards the purifying flames. Such a tendency, such a 
passionate desire, the aspiring self must have No cool, well- 
balanced knowledge of the need of new adjustments will avail to 
set it on the Purgative Way. This is a heroic act, and demands 
heroic passions m the soul 

"In order to overcome our desires.” says St John of the Cross, 
who is the classic authority upon this portion of the mystic quest, 
"and to renounce all those things, our love and inclination for 
which are wont so to mflame the will that it delights therein, we 
require a more ardent fire and a nobler love — that of the Bnde- 
groom Finding her delight and strength in Him, the soul gains 
the vigour and confidence which enable her easily to abandon all 
other affections It was necessary, m her struggle with the attrac- 
tive force of her sensual desires, not only to have this love for the 
Bridegroom, but also to be filled with a burning fervour, full of 
anguish if our spiritual nature were not on fire with other and 
nobler passions we should never cast off the yoke of the senses, 
nor be able to enter on their night, neither should we have the 
courage to remain in the darkness of all things, and in denial of 
every desire ”3 

"We must be filled with a bummg fervour full of anguish.” Only 
this deep and ardent passion for a perceived Object of Love can 
persuade the mystic to those unnatural acts of abnegation by which 
he kills his lesser love of the world of sense, frees himself from the 
"remora of desire,” u pifies all h is energ ies about th e new and highe r j 
centre of his lif e His business, I have said, is transcendence* a 
mountmg up, an attainment of a higher order of reahty Once his 
eyes have been opened on Eternity, his instinct for the Absolute 
roused from its sleep, he sees union with that Reality as his duty 
no less than his joy . sees too, that this union can only be consum- 
mated on a plane where illusion and selfhood have no place 

The inward voice says to him perpetually, at the least seasonable 
moments, " Dimitte omnia transitoria. quaere aetema ”4 Hence 
the purgation of the senses, and of the character which they have 
helped to build is alwaj^s placed first in order in the Mystic Way, 
though sporadic flashes of illummation and ecstasy may, and often 

' “Trattato di Purgatono," caps u and lu > Purg ii , 6o 

3 “Subida del Monte Carmelo," 1 i cap xiv 

4 “De Imitatione Christi," I m cap i. 
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do, precede and accompan}' it Since spiritual no less than physical 
existence, as wc know it, is an endless Becoming, it too has no end 
In a sense the whole of the mystical experience in this hfe consists 
in a series of purifications, vi hereby the Finite slowly approaches 
the nature of its Infinite Source climbing up the cleansing 
mountain pool by pool, like the industrious fish in Rulman 
Mersuin’s vision, until it reaches its Origin The greatest of the 
contemplative saints, far from leaving purgation behind them in 
their progress, were increasingly aware of their own inadequateness, 
the nearer they approached to the unitive state for the true lot er 
of the Absolute, like every other lover, is alternately abased and 
exalted by his unworthmess and his good fortune There are 
moments of high rapture when he knows only that the banner o\ er 
him is Love but there are others in which he remains bitterlj 
conscious that in spite of his uttermost surrender there is within 
him an ineradicable residuum of selfhood, which "stains the white 
radiance of eternity ” 

In this sense, then, purification is a perpetual process That 
W'hich mystical writers mean, however, when they speak of the 
Way of Purgation, is rather the slow and painful completion of 
Conversion It is the drastic turning of the self from the unreal to 
the real life a setting of her house in order, an orientation of the 
mind to Truth Its business is the getting rid, first of self-love, 
and secondly of all those foolish interests in which the surface- 
consciousness IS steeped 

"The essence of purgation,” says Richard of St Victor, “is 
self -Simplification ” Nothing can happen until this has proceeded 
a certain distance till the involved interests and tangled motives 
of the self are simplified, and the false complications of temporal 
life are recogmzed and cast away 

"No one," says another authority m this matter, "can be 
enlightened unless he be first cleansed or purified and stripped 
Purgation, which is the remaking of character in conformity w itli 
perceived reality, consists in these two essential acts the cleansing 
of that which is to remain, the stripping of that which is to be 
done away It may best be studied, therefore, in two parts and I 
think that it will be in the reader's interest if we reverse the order 
which the "Theologia Germamca” adopts, and first consider 
Negative Purification, or self-stripping, and next Positive Purifica- 
tion, or character-adjustment Ihese, then, are the branches into 
which this subject will here be spht (i) The Negative aspect, the 
stripping or purging away of those superfluous, unreal, and harm- 
ful things which dissipate the precious energies of the self This 
is the business of Poverty, or Detachment (2) The Positive aspect 

• “Theologia CJennamca," cap xiv 



THE PURIFICATION OF THE SELF 205 

a raising to their highest term, their purest state, of all that 
remains — the permanent elements of character This is brought 
about by Mortification, the gymnastic of the soul a deliberate 
recourse to painful experiences and difficult tasks 

1 Detachment 

Apart from the plain necessity of casting out imperfection and 
sin, what is the type of “good character’’ which wdl best serve 
the self in its journey towards union with the Absolute ? 

The mystics of all ages and all faiths agree in their answer Those 
three virtues which the instmct of the Catholic Church fixed upon 
as the necessities of the cloistered life — the great Evangelical 
counsel of voluntary Poverty with its departments, Chastity, the 
poverty of the senses, and Obedience, the poverty of the will — 
are also, when raised to their highest term and transmuted by 
the Fire of Love, the essential virtues of the mystical quest 

By Poverty the mystic means an utter self-strippmg, the casting 
off of immaterial as well as material wealth, a complete detach- 
ment from all finite thmgs By Chastity he means an extreme and 
limpid purity of soul, cleansed from personal desire and virgin 
to all but God by Obedience, that abnegation of selfhood, that 
mortification of the will, which results in a complete self-abandon- 
ment, a "holy indifference’’ to the accidents of life These three 
aspects of perfection are really one hnked together as irrevocably 
as the three aspects of the self Their common charactenstic is 
this they tend to make the subject regard itself, not as an isolated 
and interesting individual, possessing desires and rights, but as 
a scrap of the Cosmos, an ordinary bit of the Universal Life, only 
important as a part of the AH, an expression of the Will Divme 
Detachment and purity go hand m hand, for purity is but detach- 
ment of the heart , and where these are present they brmg with 
them that humble spirit of obedience which expresses detachment 
of will We may therefore treat them as three manifestations of 
one thing which thing is Inward Poverty "Blessed are the poor 
in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven,” is the motto of all 
pilgrims on this road 

“God IS pure Good in Himself,” says Eckhart, “therefore will 
He dwell nowhere but in a pure soul There He can pour Himself 
out into that He can wholly flow What is Purity? It is that a 
man should have turned himself away from all creatures and 
have set his heart so entirely on the Pure Good that no creature is 
to him a comfort, that he has no desire for aught creaturely, save 
so far as he may apprehend therem the Pure Good, which is God 
And as little as the bright eye can endure aught foreign in it, so 
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little can the pure soul bear anything in it, any stain on it, that 
comes between it and God To it all creatures are pure to enjoy, 
for it enjoyeth all creatures m God, and God in all creatures 

"To it all creatures are pure to enjoy'” This is hardly the 
popular concept of the mystic, which credits him, m the teeth 
of such examples as St Francis, St. Mechthild of Magdeburg, 
Rolle, Suso, and countless others, with a hearty dread of natural 
things Too many examples of an exaggerated asceticism — such 
as the unfortunate story tpld of the holy Cure d’Ars, who refused 
1 o smell a rose for fear of sin — ^have supported m this respect the 
vulgar belief , for it is generally forgotten that though most mystics 
have practised asceticism as a means to an end, all ascetics arc 
not mystics Whatever may be the case with other denicrs of the 
senses, it is true that the soul of the great mystic, dwelling on high 
levels of reality, his eyes set on the Transcendental World, is 
capable of combmmg with the perfection of detachment that 
mtense and innocent joy in natural things, as veils and vessels of 
the divine, which results from seeing "all creatures in God and God 
in aU creatures ” "Whoso knows and loves the nobleness of My 
Freedom,” said the voice of God to Mechthild of Magdeburg, 
"cannot bear to love Me alone, he must love also Me in the 
creatures ”* That all-embracing love is characteristic of the illu- 
mination which results from a faithful endurance of the Purgative 
Way, for the corollary of "blessed are the pure in heart" is not 
merely a poetic statement The annals of mysticism prove it to 
be a psychological law. 

How then is this contradiction to be resolved that the mystic 
who has declared the fundamental necessity of "leaving all 
creatures” yet finds them pure to enjoy'* The answer to the riddle 
lies m the ancient paradox of Poverty that we only enjoy true 
liberty m respect of such things as we neither possess nor desire 
"That thou mayest have pleasure m everything, seek pleasure in 
nothing That thou mayest know everything, seek to know nothing 
That thou mayest possess all things, seek to possess nothing 
In detachment the spirit finds quiet and repose, for coveting 
nothing, nothing wearies it by elation, and nothing oppresses it bj 
dejection, because it stands m the centre of its own humility Foi 
as soon as it covets anything, it is immediately fatigued thereby ”3 

It IS not love but lust — the possessive case, the very food of 
selfhood — ^which poisons the relation between the self and the 
external world and "immediately fatigues” the soul Divide the 
world into "mine” and "not mine,” and unreal standards are 

I Meister Eckhart, quoted by Wackemagel, “Altdeutsches Lesebuch,” p Syi 

* “Das Fliessende Licht der Gottheit.” pt vi , cap 4 

3 St Jolui of the Cross, “Subida del Monte Carmelo," bk 1, cap 3011 
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set up, claims and cravmgs begin to fret the mind We are the 
slaves of our own property We drag with us not a treasure, but 
a chain. "Behold,” says the “Theologia Germanica,” “on this sort 
must we cast all things from us and stnp ourselves of them we 
must refrain from claiming an5rthmg for our own When we do 
this, we shall have the best, fullest, clearest, and noblest knowledge 
that a man can have, and also the noblest and purest love and 
desire "Some there are," says Plotinus, "that for all their effort 
have not attained the Vision They have received the authentic 
Light, all their soul has gleamed as they have drawn near, but 
they come with a load on their shoulders which holds them back 
from the place of Vision They have not ascended in the pure 
integnty of their being, but are burdened with that which keeps 
them apart They are not yet made one within Accept Poverty, 
however, demolish ownership, the verb "to have” in every mood 
and tense, and this downward drag is at an end At once the 
Cosmos belongs to you, and you to it You escape the heresy of 
separateness, are "made one,” and merged m "the greater life of 
the All.” Then, a free spirit in a free world, the self moves upon its 
true orbit, undistracted by the largely self-imposed needs and 
demands of ordinary earthly existence 
This was the truth which St Francis of Assisi grasped, and 
apphed with the energy of a reformer and the delicate originality of 
a poet to every circumstance of the mner and the outer life. This 
noble liberty it is which is extolled by his spiritual descendant, 
Jacopone da Todi, in one of his most magnificent odes — 

“Poverti, alto sapere, 

a nulla cosa sojacere, 
en desprezo possedere 
tutte le cose create . . 

Dio non alberga en core stretto, 

tant’e grande quant' hai alietto, 
povertate ha si gran petto 
che ci alberga deitate 

Povertate d nulla avere 
e nulla cosa poi volere, 
ed omne cosa possedere 
en spinto de libertate ”3 


' “Theologia Germanica," cap v • Ennead vi 9 

3 "Oh Poverty, high wisdom I to be subject to nothing, and by despismg all 
to possess all created things 

God will not lodge in a narrow heart, and it is as great as thy love. Poverty 
has so ample a bosom that Deity Itself may lodge therein 

Poverty is naught to have, and nothing to desire but all things to possess m 
the spirit of liberty " — Jacopone da Todi Lauda Ux 
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“My httle sisters the birds,” said St Francis, greatest adept of 
that high wisdom, "Brother Sun, Sister Water, Mother Earth "i 
Not my servants, but my kindred and fellow'-citizens , who may 
safely be loved so long as they are not desired So, m almost 
identical terms, the dying Hindu ascetic — 

"Oh Mother Earth, Father Sky, 

Brother Wind, Friend Light, Sweetheart Water, 

Here take my last salutation with folded hands ' 

For to-day I am melting away into the Supreme 
Because my heart became pure. 

And all delusion vanished. 

Through the power of your good company ” 

It IS the business of Lady Poverty to confer on her lovers this 
freedom of the Universe, to eradicate delusion, cut out the spread- 
ing growth of claimfulness, purify the heart, and initiate them into 
the "great life of the AU " Well might St Francis desire marriage 
with that enchantress, who gives back ten-fold all that she takes 
away "Holy poverty,” he said, "is a treasure so high excelling 
and so divine that we be not worthy to lay it up in our vile vessels , 
since this is that celestial virtue whereby all earthly things and 
fleeting are trodden underfoot, and whereby all hindrances arc 
hfted from the soul, so that freely she may ]om herself to God 
Eternal 

Poverty, then, prepares man’s spirit for that union with God to 
which it aspires She strips off the clothing which he so often mis- 
takes for himself, transvaluates aU his values, and shows him things 
as they are "There are,” says Eckhart, "four ascending degrees of 
such spiritual poverty i The soul’s contempt of all things that 
are not God 2 Contempt of herself and her own works 3 Utter 
self-abandonment 4 Self-loss in the incomprehensible Being of 
God ”3 So, in the "Sacrum Commercium,” when the friars, climbing 
"the steeps of the hill,” found Lady Poverty at the summit "en- 
throned only in her nakedness,” she "preventing them with the 
blessings of sweetness,” said, "Why hasten ye so from the vale of 
tears to the mount of light ? If, peradventure, it is me that ye seek, 
lo, I am but as you behold, a little poor one, stricken with storms 
and far from any consolation ” "V^ereto the brothers answer, 
"Only admit us to thy peace, and we shall be saved ”4 

The same truth the saving peace of utter detachment from 
everything but Divine Reality — a detachment which makes those 

* “Fioretb," cap xvi , and “Speculum," cap cxx 

» Ibid , cap xui (Arnold’s translation) 

3 Pfeiffer Tractate x (Eng translation , p 348) 

« “Sacrum Commercium Beati Francisci cum Domma Paupertate,” caps iv 
and V (Rawnsley's translation) 
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who have it the citizens of the world, and enabled the friars to 
say to Lady Poverty as they showed her from the hill of Assisi 
the whole countryside at her feet, “Hoc est claustrum nostrum, 
Domina,”* — is taught by Meister Eckhart in a more homely 
parable 

“There was a learned man who, eight years long, desired that 
God would show him a man who would teach him the truth And 
once when he felt a very great longing, a voice from God came to 
him and said, ‘Go to the church, and there shalt thou find a man 
who shalt show thee the way to blessedness ’ And he went thence, 
and found a poor man whose feet were torn and covered with 
dust and dirt and aU his clothes were hardly worth three farthings. 
And he greeted him, saying — 

“ 'God give you good day*’ 

"He answered ‘I have never had a bad day ’ 

“ ‘God give you good luck ’ 

“ ‘I have never had ill luck ’ 

“ ‘May you be happy' but why do you answer me thus'*’ 

“ ‘I have never been unhappy ’ 

" ‘Pray explain this to me, for I cannot understand it.' 

"The poor man answered, ‘WiUmgly You wished me good day. 
I never had a bad day , for if I am hungry I praise God , if it freezes, 
hails, snows, rains, if the weather is fair or foul, still I praise God , 
am I wretched and despised, I praise God, and so I have never had 
an evil day You wished that God would send me luck But I never 
had ill luck, for I know how to hve with God, and I know that what 
He does is best ; and what God gives me or ordains for me, be it good 
or ill, I take it cheerfully from God as the best that can be, and 
so I have never had ill luck You wished that God would make me 
happy I was never unhappy , for my only desire is to live in God’s 
will, and I have so entirely yielded my will to God’s, that what 
God wills, I will ’ 

" ‘But ]f God should will to cast you into heU,’ said the learned 
man, ‘what would you do then^’ 

“ ‘Cast me into hell? His goodness forbids' But if He did cast 
me mto hell, I should have two arms to embrace Him One arm is 
true humility, that I should lay beneath Him, and be thereby 
united to His holy humanity And with the right arm of love, 
which IS united with His holy divmity, I should so embrace Him 
that He would have to go to hell with me And I would rather be 
in heU and have God, then m heaven and not have God ' 

“Then the Master understood that true abandonment with utter 
humility is the nearest way to God 

“The Master asked further 'Whence are you come?’ 

> Op ctt , cap. xxu. 

P 
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" ‘From God ’ 

" ‘Where did you find God?’ 

" ‘When I forsook all creatures ’ 

" ‘Where have you left God?’ 

“ ‘In pure hearts, and in men of good will ’ 

"The Master asked. 'What sort of man are you?’ 

‘‘ ‘I am a king.’ 

" ‘Where is your kingdom?’ 

“ ‘My soul IS my kmgdom, for I can so rule my senses inward and 
outward, that all the desires and power of my soul arc in sub- 
jection, and this kingdom is greater than a kingdom on earth 

" ‘What brought you to tins perfection?’ 

“ ‘My silence, my high thoughts, and my union with God For 
I could not rest m anything that was less than God Now I have 
found God; and in God have eternal rest and peace 

Poverty, then, consists m a breaking down of man’s inveterate 
habit of trying to rest m, or take seriously, things which are “less 
than God’’ i e , which do not possess the character of reality Such 
a habit is the most fertile of all causes of ‘‘world-weariness’’ dis- 
illusion and unrest faults, or rather spiritual diseases, which the 
mystics never exhibit, but which few who are without all mystic 
feehng can hope to escape Hence the sharpened perceptions of 
the contemplatives have always seen poverty as a counsel of 
pnidence, a higher form of common sense It was not ivith St 
Francis, or any other great mystic, a first principle, an end in 
itself It was rather a logical deduction from the first principle of 
their science — ^the paramount importance to the soul of an nndis- 
tracted vision of reality 

Here East and West are m agreement "Their science,” sajs 
A1 Ghazzah of the Sufis, who practised, like the early Franciscans, 
a complete renunciation of worldly goods, "has for its object the 
uprootmg from the soul of all violent passions, the extirpation 
from it of vicious desires and evil qualities , so that the heart may 
become detached from all that is not God, and give itself for its 
only occupation meditation upon the Divine Being ”3 

All those who have felt themselves urged towards the attain- 
ment of this transcendental vision, have found that possessions 
interrupt the view, that claims, desires, attachments become 
centres of conflicting interest m the mind They assume a false 
air of importance, force themselves upon the attention, and com- 


• So Ruyibroeck, “Freewill is the king of the soul he should dwell in the 
chief city of that kingdom that is to say, the desirous power of the soul” (“Do 
Omatu Spiritalium Nuptiarum,” 1 i cap xxiv) 

» Meister Eckhart Quoted m Martensen’s monograph, p 107 
3 Schmoldors, “Essai sur les Iscoles Philosophiques chez les Arabes," p 5 j 
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plicate bfe. Hence, in the interest of self-simphfication, they must 
be cleared away ; a removal which mvolves for the real enthusiast 
httle more sacrifice than the weekly visit of the dustman “Having 
entirely surrendered my own free-will,” says A 1 Ghazzali of his 
personal expenence, "my heart no longer felt any distress in 
renouncing fame, wealth, or the society of my children 

Others have reconaled self-surrender with a more moderate 
abandonment of outward thmgs, for possessions take different 
rank for almost every human soul The true rule of poverty con- 
sists in giving up those thmgs which enchain the spirit, divide 
its interests, and deflect it on its road to God — ^whether these 
things be nches, habits, religious observances, friends, interests, 
distastes, or desires — ^not m mere outward destitution for its own 
sake. It IS attitude, not act, that matters , self -denudation would 
be unnecessary were it not for our mveterate tendency to attribute 
false value to things the moment they become our own "What 
is poverty of spirit but meekness of mind, by which a man knows 
his own infirmity^" says RoUe, “seeing that to perfect stable- 
ness he may not come but by the grace of God, aU thing that him 
might let from that grace he forsakes, and only in ]oy of his Maker 
he sets his desire And as of one root spring many branches, so 
of wilful poverty on this wise taken proceed virtues and marvels 
untrowed. Not as some, that change their clothes and not their 
souls, riches soothly it seems these forsake, and vices innumerable 
they cease not to gather If thou truly all thing for God forsake, 
see more what thou desptseth than what thou forsaketh.”^ 

The Poverty of the mystics, then, is a mental rather than a 
material state. Detachment of the will from all desire of posses- 
sions IS the inner reality, of which Franciscan povert)' is a sacra- 
ment to the world It is the poor in spirit, not the poor m substance, 
who are to be spiritually blessed “Let aU thmgs be forsaken of 
me,” says Gerlac Petersen, “so that being poor I may be able in 
great inward spaciousness, and without any hurt, to suffer want 
of all those things which the mind of man can desire, out of or 
excepting God Himself.”! 

"The soul,” says St John of the Cross, “is not empty, so long 
as the desire for sensible things remains But the absence of this 
desire for things produces emptiness and liberty of soul; even 
when there is an abundance of possessions "■i 

Every person in whom the mystical instinct awakes soon 
discovers m himself certain tastes or qualities which interrupt the 

> SchmdldeTS, "Essai sur les £coles Philosophiques chez les Arabes," op ctl , 
p. 58 = Richard Rolle, “The Mending of Life," cap m 

i “Ignitum cum Deo Sohloquinm," cap i 
4 “Subida del Monte Carmelo,” I i cap. lu. 
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development of that instinct. Often these tastes and quahties are 
legitimate enough upon their own plane , but they are a diain upon 
the energy of the self, preventing her from attaimng that intenser 
life for which she was made and which demands her undivided 
zest They distract her attention, fill the field of perception, 
stimulate her instinctive life . makmg of the surface-consciousness 
so active a thing that it can hardly be put to sleep ‘‘^\’here can 
he have that pure and naked vision of unchangeable Truth 
whereby he see into all things,” says Petersen again, “who is so 
busied in other things, not perhaps evil, which operate upon 
his thoughts and imagination and confuse and enchain his mind 
that his sight of that unique One m Whom all things are is over- 
clouded^”^ 

The nature of these distracting factors vhich "confuse and 
enchain the mind” will vary with almost every individual It is 
impossible to predict what those things will be which a self must 
give up, in order that the transcendental consciousness may grow 
"It makes little difference whether a bird be held by a slender 
thread or by a rope, the bird is bound, and cannot fly until 
the cord that holds it is broken It is true that a slender thread 
IS more easily broken , stiU notwithstanding, if it is not broken the 
bird cannot fly This is the state of a soul with particular attach- 
ments it never can attain to the liberty of the divine union, 
whatever virtues it may possess. Desires and attachments affect 
the soul as the remora is said to affect a ship ; that is but a little 
fish, yet when it chngs to the vessel it effectually hinders its 
progress ”* 

Thus each adventurer must discover and extirpate all those 
interests which nourish selfhood, however innocent or even useful 
these interests may seem in the eyes of the world The only rule 
IS the ruthless abandonment of everything which is in the way 
"When any man God perfectly desires to love, aU things as well 
inward as outward that to God’s love are contrary and from His 
love do let, he studies to do away ”3 This may mean the prompt and 
utter self-stripping of St Francis of Assisi, who cast off his actual 
clothing in his relentless determination to have nothmg of his owm 4 
the reluctant bit-by-bit renunciations which at last set his 
follower Angela of Foligno free, or the drastic proceedings of 
Antoinette Bourignan, who found that a penny was enough to 
keep her from God 

“Being one night in a most profound Penitence,” says the 
biographer of this extraordinary woman, "she said from the bottom 

' Gerlac Petersen, op ctl , cap xi 

> St. John of the Cross, op, eU ,1 i cap xi 

3 Ric^id Kolle, “The Fire of Love,” bk i cap. xix. 

4 Thomas of Cclano, Lcgenda Puma, cap vi 
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of her Heart, ‘O my Lord' what must I do to please Thee? For I 
have nobody to teacli me Speak to my soul and it will hear Thee.’ ” 
At that instant she heard, as if another had spoken withm her, 
"Forsake all earthly things Separate thyself from the love of the 
creatures. Deny thyself " From this time, the more she entered 
into herself the more she was inchned to abandon all. But she had 
not the courage necessary for the complete renunciation towards 
which her transcendental consciousness was pressing her She 
struggled to adjust herself to the inner and the outer life, but with- 
out success For such a character as hers, compromise was impos- 
sible “She asked always earnestly. When shall I be perfectly 
thine, O my God? and she thought He still answered her. When 
thou shall no longer possess anyUmtg, and shall die to thyself And 
where shall I do that. Lord? He answered. In the Desert " At 
last the discord between her deeper and her superficial self became 
intolerable. Reinforced by the miseries of an unsympathetic home, 
still more by a threat of approaching marriage, the impulse to 
renunciation got its way She disguised herself m a hermit’s dress 
— she was only eighteen, and had no one to help or advise her — 
and "went out of her chamber about Foui in the Morning, taking 
nothing but one Penny to buy Bread for that Day , and it being 
said to her in the going out. Where ts thy Faith^ In a Penny? she 
threw it away, . Thus she went away wholly delivered from the 
heavy burthen of the Cares and Good Things of this World 

An admirable example of the mystic’s attitude towards the 
soul-destroying division of interests, the natural but hopeless 
human struggle to make the best of both worlds, which sucks at 
its transcendental vitality, occurs in St Teresa’s purgative 
period. In her case this war between the real and the superficial 
self extended over many years, running side by side with the 
state of Illumination, and a fuUy developed contemplative life 
At last it was brought to an end by a "Second Conversion” which 
unified her scattered interests and set her firmly and for ever on 
the Unitive Way The virile strength of Teresa’s character, which 
afterwards contributed to the greatness of her achievement, 
opposed the invading transcendental consciousness, disputed 
every inch of territory; resisted every demand made upon it by 
the growing spiritual self Bit by bit it was conquered, the sphere 
of her deeper hf e enlarged , until the moment came in which she 
surrendered, once for aU, to her true destiny - 

> “An Apology for Mrs Antoinette Boungnan," pp 269-70 

“ St Teresa’s mystic states are particularly difficult to classify From one point 
of view these struggles might be regarded as the pielunmaries of conversion She 
was, however, proficient in contemplation when thej? occurred, and I therefore 
thmk that my arrangement is the right one 



MYSTICISM 


214 

During the years of inward stress, of penance and growing 
knowle^e of the Infinite, which she spent m the Convent of the 
Incarnation, and which accompanied this slow remaking of 
charact\ r, Teresa’s only self-mdulgence — as it seems, a suf&ciently 
innocent one — was talking to the friends who came down from 
Avila to the convent-parlour, and spoke to her through the grille 
Her confessors, unaccustomed to the education of mystical genius, 
saw nothing incompatible between this practice and the puisuit of 
a high contemplative hfe But as her transcendental consciousness, 
her states of orison grew stronger, Teresa felt more and more the 
distracting influence of these glimpses of the outer world They 
were a drain upon the energy which ought to be wholly given to 
that new, deep, more real life which she felt stirring within her, 
and which could only hope to achieve its mighty destiny by 
complete concentration upon the business in hand No genius 
can afford to dissipate his energies the mystic genius least of all 
Teresa knew that so long as she retained these personal satisfac- 
tions, her life had more than one focus; she was not whole-hearted 
in her surrender to the Absolute But though her inward voices, 
her deepest instincts, urged her to give them up, for years she felt 
herself incapable of such a sacnfice. It was round the question 
of their retention or surrender that the decisive battle of her life 
was fought 

‘‘The devil," says her great Augustinian eulogist, Fray Luis de 
Leon, in his vivid account of these long interior struggles, "put 
before her those persons most synnpathetic by nature, and God 
came, and in the midst of the conversation discovered Himself 
aggrieved and sorrowful The devil dehghted in the conversation 
and pastime, but when she turned her back on them and betook 
herself to prayer, God redoubled the delight and favours, as if to 
show her how false was the lure which charmed her at the grating, 
and that His sweetness was the veritable sweetness . So 
that these two inchnations warred with each other in the breast 
of this blessed woman, and the authors who inspired them each 
did his utmost to inflame her most, and the oratory blotted out 
what the grating wrote, and at times the grating vanquished and 
diminished the good fruit produced by prayer, causing agony and 
grief which disquieted and perplexed her soul, for though she was 
resolved to belong entirely to God, she knew not howto shake her- 
self free from the world and at times she persuaded herself that 
she could enjoy both, which ended mostly, as she says, in complete 
enjoyment of neither For the amusements of the locutorio were 
embittered and turned into wormwood by the memory of the 
secret and sweet intimacy with God , and m the same way when 
she retired to be with God, and commenced to speak with Him, 
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the affections and thoughts which she carried with her from the 
gratmg took possession of her.”* 

Compare with these violent oscillations between the superficial 
and mystical consciousness — characteristic of Teresa’s strong 
vohtional nature, which only came to rest after psychic con- 
vulsions which left no cornei of its being unexplored — ^the sym- 
bolic act of renunciation under which Antoinette Bourignan’s “m- 
terior self" vanquished the surface intelligence and asserted its 
supremacy. Teresa must give up her passionate delight in human 
friendship Antoinette, never much tempted in that direction, must 
give up her last penny What society was to Teresa’s generous, 
energetic nature, prudence was to the temperamentally shrewd 
and narrow Antoinette a distraction, a check on the development 
of the aU-demanding transcendental genius, an unconquered 
relic of the "lower hfe ” 

Many a mystic, however, has found the perfection of detach- 
ment to be consistent with a far less drastic renunciation of external 
things than that which these women felt to be essential to their 
peace 'The test, as we have seen, does not he m the nature of the 
things which are retained, but in the reaction which they stimulate 
in the self "Absolute poverty is thme,” says Tauler, "when thou 
canst not remember whether anybody has ever owed thee or been 
indebted to thee for anything, just as all things will be forgotten 
by thee in the last journey of death ”* Poverty, in this sense, may 
be consistent with the habitual and automatic use of luxuries 
which the abstracted self never even perceives Thus we are told 
that St Bernard was reproached by his enemies with the mcon- 
sistency of preaching evangehcal poverty whilst making his 
journeys from place to place on a magnificently caparisoned mule, 
which had been lent to him by the Cluniac monks He expressed 
great contrition but said that he had never noticed what it was 
that he rode upon,i 

Sometimes, the very activity which one self has rejected as an 
impediment becomes for another the channel of spiritual percep- 
tion I have mentioned the Cure d’Ars, who, among other inhibi- 
tions, refused to allow himself to smell a rose Yet St Francis 
preached to the flowers,^ and ordered a plot to be set aside for 
their cultivation when the convent garden was made, "m order 
that all who saw them might remember the Eternal Sweetness.”5 

' Quoted by G Cunmnghame Graham, “Santa Teresa," vol i p. 139 For 
St Teresa’s own account, see Vida, caps vu-ix 

> Sermon on St Paul (“The Inner Way," p 113) 

3 Cotter Afonson, “Life and Times of St Bernard," p 68. 

4 Thomas of Celano, I,egenda Prima, cap jcxuc 

5 Ibid,, Legenda Secunda, cap. cxmv. 
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So, too, we are told of his spiritual daughter, St Doucehne, that 
“out of doors one da}' with her sisters, she heard a bird’s note 
'What a lovely song'' she said- and the song drew her straight 
way to God Did they bring her a flower, its beauty had a like 
effect “To look on trees, water, and flowers,’’ says St Teresa of 
her own beginnings of contemplation, “helped her to recollect 
the Presence of God Here we are reminded of Plato “The true 
order of going is to use the beauties of Earth as steps along which 
one mounts upwards for the sake of that other Beauty ’’ This, too. 
is the true order of Holy Poverty the selfless use, not the selfish 
abuse of lovely and natural thmgs 

To say that some have fallen short of this difficult ideal and 
taken refuge in mere abnegation is but to say that asceticism is 
a human, not a superhuman art, and is subject to “the frailty of 
the creature ’’ But on the whole, these excesses are mainly found 
amongst saintly types who have not exhibited true mystic intui- 
tmn, T his i ntuition, entailing as it does communion with intensest 
Life, gives to its possessors a sweet santty, a delicate balance, 
which guards them, as a rule, from such conceptions of chastity 
as that of the youthful saint who shut himself m a cupboard for 
fear he should see his mother pass by from the obedience which 
identifies the voice of the director with the voice of God, from 
detachment such as that exhibited by the Blessed Angela of 
Foligno, who, though a true mystic, viewed with almost murderous 
satisfaction the deaths of relatives who were “impediments "i 
The detachment of the mystic is just a restoration to the liberty 
in which the soul was made it is a state of joyous humility in 
which he cries, "Nought I am, nought I have, nought I lack ’’ 
To have arrived at this is to have escaped from the tyranny of 
selfhood to be initiated into the purer air of that universe which 
knows but one rule of action — ^that which was laid down once for 
aU by St Augustine when he said, in the most memorable and 
misquoted of epigrams "Love, and do what you like ’’ 

2 Mortification 

By mortification, I have said, is to be understood the positive 
aspect of punfication the remaking in relation to reality of the 
permanent elements of character. These elements, so far, have 

■ Anne Macdonell, “St Doucehne," p 30 > Vida, cap ix ,p G 

3 “In that time and by God's will there died my mother, who was a great 
hindiance unto me m followmg the way of God soon after my husband died 
likewise, and also all my children And because I had commenced to follow the 
aforesaid Way, and had prayed God that He would nd me of them, I had great 
consolation of their deaths (Ste Angdle de Foligno , "he Livre de I'ExpGrience 
des Vrais Fidfeles " Ed M J, Ferrfi, p 10 ) 
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subserved the interests of the old self, worked for it in the world 
of sense Now they must he adjusted to the needs of the new self 
and to the transcendent world m which it moves Their focal point 
IS the old self, the "natural man” and his self-regarding instincts 
and desires The object of mortification is to kill that old self, 
break up his egoistic attachments and cravings, in order that the 
higher centre, the “new man,” may live and breathe As St 
Teresa discovered when she tried to reconcile the claims of worldly 
friendships and contemplation, one or other must go a house 
divided against itself cannot stand "Who hinders thee more,” says 
Thomas a Kempis, "than the unmortified affections of thy own 
heart? if we were perfectly dead unto ourselves, and not 
entangled within our own breasts, then should we be able to 
taste Divine things, and to have some expenence of heavenly 
contemplation 

In psychological language, the process of mortification is the 
process of setting up "new paths of neural discharge ” That is 
to say, the mystic life has got to express itself in action and for 
this new paths must be cut and new habits formed — all, in 
spite of the new self’s enthusiasm, "against the gram” — ^resulting 
in a complete sublimation of personality The energy which weUs 
up incessantly in every living bemg must abandon the old road of 
least resistance and discharge itself in a new and more difficult 
way. In the terms of the hormic psychology, the conative drive of 
the psyche must be concentrated on new objectives, and the old 
paths, left to themselves, must fade and die When they are dead, 
and the new life has tnumphed. Mortification is at an end The 
mystics always know when this moment comes Often an inner 
voice then warns them to lay their active penances aside 

Since the greater and stronger the mystic, the stronger and more 
stubborn his character tends to be, this change of life and turning 
of energy from the old and easy channels to the new is often a 
stormy matter It is a period of actual battle between the mhar- 
monious elements of the self, its lower and higher springs of action : 
of toil, fatigue, bitter suffenng, and many disappointments. 
Nevertheless, in spite of its etymological associations, the object 
of mortification is not death but life the production of health and 
strength, the health and strength of the human consciousness 
viewed suh specie aetermtatis “In the truest death of all created,,' 
things, the sweetest and most natural life is hidden ”» 

"This dying,” says Tauler again, "has many degrees, and so 
has this life A man might die a thousand deaths in one day. and 
find at once a joyful life corresponding to each of them. This is as 

■ "De Imitatione Chiisti,” 1 1 caps 111 and ix, 

> Tauler, Sermon on St. Paul ("The Inner Way,” p 114). 
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it must be God cannot deny or refuse this to death. The stronger 
the death the more powerful and thorough is the corresponding 
hfe , the more intimate the death, the more inward is the life Each 
life brings strength, and strengthens to a harder death When a 
man dies to a scornful word, bearmg it m God’s name, or to some 
inclination inward or outward, acting or not acting against his 
own will, be it in love or grief, in word or act, in going or staying, 
or if he denies his desires of taste or sight, or makes no excuses 
when wrongfully accused; or anything else, whatever it maybe, 
to which he has not yet died, it is harder at first to one who is 
unaccustomed to it and unmortified than to him who is mortified 
. . A great life makes reply to him who dies m earnest even in the 
least things, a life which strengthens him immediately to die a 
greater death ; a death so long and strong, that it seems to him 
hereafter more ]03rful, good and pleasant to die than to live, for 
he finds life in death and light shmmg in darkness 

No more than detachment, then, is mortification an end in 
itself It IS a process, an education directed towards the production 
of a definite kmd of efficiency, the adjustment of human nature 
to the demands of its new life. Severe, and to the outsider appar- 
ently unmeaning — ^hke their physical parallels the exercises of 
the gymnasium — its disciplines, faithfully accepted, do release the 
self from the pull of the lower nature, estabhsh it on new levels of 
freedom and power. “Mortification," says the Benedictine con- 
templative Augustine Baker, "tends to subject the body to the 
spirit and the spirit to God. And this it does by crossing the in- 
clinations of sense, which are quite contrary to those of the Divine 
Spirit by such crossing and afiHictmg of the body, self-love and 
self-will (the poison of our spirits) are abated, and in time in a 
sort destroyed, and instead of them there enter into the soul 
the Divine love and Divme will, and take possession thereof ”= 
This transformation accomplished, mortification may end, and 
often does, with startling abruptness After a martyrdom which 
lasted sixteen years, says Suso — ^speaking as usual in the third 
person — of his own experience, "On a certain Whitsun Day a 
heavenly messenger appeared to him, and ordered him in God’s 
name to continue it no more. He at once ceased, and threw all 
the instruments of his sufferings [irons, nails, hair-shirt, etc ] into 
a river ’’i From this time onward, austerities of this sort had no 
part in Suso’s life 

The Franco-Flemish mystic who wrote, and the English con- 

' Tauler, Second Sermon for Easter Day (This is not mcluded in either of the 
English collections ) 

’ Augustme Baker, "Holy Wisdom." Treatise u Sect i., cap 3 

3 Suso, Leben, cap xvii 
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templative who translated, "The Mirror of Simple Souls,” have 
4)etween them described and explained in bold and accurate 
language the conditions under which the soul is enabled to aban- 
don that "hard service of the virtues” which has absorbed it 
during the Purgative Way. The statement of the "French Book” 
is direct and uncompromismg well calculated to startle timid 
piety "Virtues, I take leave of you for evermore i” exclaims the 
Soul. "Now shall mine heart be more free and more in peace than 
it hath been before I wot well your service is too travaillous . . . 
Some time I laid mine heart m you without any dissevering, ye 
wot well this I was in all things to you obedient O I was then your 
servant, but now I am delivered out of your thraldom ” 

To this astounding utterance the English translator has added 
a singularly illuminating gloss. “I am stirred here,” he says, "to 
say more to the matter, as thus . First when a soul giveth her to 
perfection, she laboureth busily day and night to get virtues, by 
counsel of reason, and striveth with vices at every thought, at 
every word and deed that she perceiveth cometh of them, and 
busily searcheth vices, them to destroy Thus the virtues be mis- 
tresses, and every virtue maketh her to war with its contrary, the 
1 which be vices Many sharp pams and bitterness of conscience 
feeleth the soul in this war But so long one may bite on the 
bitter bark of the nut, that at last he shall come to the sweet 
kernel Right so, ghostly to understand, it fareth by these souls 
that be come to peace They have so long striven with vices and 
wrought by virtues, that they be come to the nut kernel, that is, 
to the love of God, which is sweetness And when the soul hath 
deeply tasted this love, so that this love of God worketh and hath 
his usages in her soul, then the soul is wondrous light and glad- 
some Then is she mistress and lady over the virtues, for she 
hath them all within herself And then this soul taketh leave 
of virtues, as of the thraldom and painful travail of them that 
she had before, and now she is lady and sovereign, and they be 
subjects 

Jacopone da Todi speaks to the same effect’ — 

"La guerra 6 temunata 

de Je virtu battaglia, 
de la mente travaglia 
cosa nulla conlende 

Thus, St Catherine of Genoa, after a penitential period of four 
years, during which she was haunted by a constant sense of sin, 
and occupied by incessant mortifications, found that "aU thought 

• “The Mirror of Simple Souls," edited by Clare Kirchberger, p X 2 . 

’ “The war is at an end m the battle of virtues, in travail of mind, there is no 
more striving" (Lauda xci.) 
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of such mortifications was ^n an instant taken from hei mind m 
such a manner that, had she even wished to continue such morti- 
fications, she would have been unable to do so the sight of her 
sms was now taken from her mind, so that henceforth she did not 
catch a glimpse of them it was as though they had all been cast 
mto the depths of the sea In other words, the new and higher 
centre of consciousness, finally established, asserted itself and 
annihilated the old "La guerra e termmata,” all the energy of a 
strong nature flows freely m the new channels , and mortifeation 
ceases, mechanically, to be possible to the now unified, sublimated, 
or "regenerated” self 

Mortification takes its name from the reiterated statement of 
aU ascetic writers that the senses, or “body of desire,” with the 
cravings which are excited by different aspects of the phenomenal 
world, must be mortified or killed , which is, of course, a description 
of psychological necessities from their special point of view All 
those self-regarding instincts — so ingrained that they have 
become automatic — ^which impel the self to choose the more 
comfortable part, are seen by the awakened intuition of the 
embryo mystic as gross infringements of the law of love “This 
IS the travail that a man behoveth, to draw out his heart and his 
mind from the fleshly love and the liking of all earthly creatures, 
from vain thoughts and from fleshly imaginations, and out from 
the love and the vicious feehng of himself, that his soul should 
find no rest in no fleshly thought, nor earthly affection ”* The rule 
of Poverty must be applied to the temper of normal consciousness 
as well as to the tastes and possessions of the self Under this 
tonic influence, real life will thrive , unreal life will wither and die 

This mortifying process is necessary, not because the legitimate 
exercise of the senses is opposed to Divine Reality, but because 
those senses have usurped a place beyond their station , become the 
focus of energy, steadily drained the vitality of the self “The 
dogs have taken the children’s meat ” The senses have grown 
stronger than their masters, monopohzed the field of perception, 
dominated an organism which was made for greater activities, and 
built up those barriers of individuality which must be done away it 
true personality is to be achieved, and with it some share in the 
boundless life of the One It is thanks to this wrong distribution of 
energy, this sedulous feeding of the cuckoo in the nest, that “in 
order to approach the Absolute, mystics must withdraw from 
everything, even themselves ”3 "The soul is plunged m utter 

» "Vita e Dottrina," cap v 

» Walter Hilton, “The Scale ol Perfection," bk i cap 8, xlii 

3 Rficfijac, “Fondements de la Connaissance Mystique,” p 78 This, however, 
IS to be understood of the initial training of the mystic, not of his final state 
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Ignorance, when she supposes that she can attain to the high estate 
of union with God before she casts away the desire of all things, 
natural and supernatural, which she may possess,” says St John 
of the Cross,* “because the distance between them and that which 
takes place in the state of pure transformation m God is infinite ”* 
Again, "until the desires be lulled to sleep by the mortification of 
sensuahty, and sensuahty itself be mortified in them, so that it 
shall war against the spirit no more, the soul cannot go forth m 
perfect hberty to union with the Beloved ”* 

The death of selfhood in its narrow individualistic sense is, 
then, the primary object of mortification All the twisted elements 
of character which foster the existence of this unreal yet complex 
creature are to be pruned away Then, as with the trees of the 
forest, so with the spirit of man, strong new branches wiU sprmg 
into being, grow towards air and hght *T live, yet not I” is to be 
the declaration of the mystic who has endured this “bodily death.” 
The self-that-is-to-be will live upon a plane where her own pre- 
judices and preferences are so uninteresting as to be imperceptible 
She must be weaned from these nursery toys and weaning is a 
disagreeable process The mystic, however, undertakes it as a rule 
without reluctance pushed by his vivid consciousness of imper- 
fection, his intuition of a more perfect state, necessary to the fulfil- 
ment of his love Often his entrance upon the torments of the 
Purgative Way, his taking up of the spintual or material instru- 
ments of mortification, resembles m ardour and abruptness that 
“heroic plunge into Purgatory” of the newly dead when it perceives 
itself in the hght of Love Divine, which is described in the 
“Treatise” of St. Catherme of Genoa as its nearest equivalent. 
“As she, plunged m the divme furnace of purifying love, was 
united to the Object of her love, and satisfied with all he wrought 
in her, so she understood it to be with the souls in Purgatory ”3 
This “divine furnace of punfymg love” demands from the 
ardent soul a complete self -surrender, and voluntary turning from 
aU impurity, a humility of the most far-reaching kind and this 
means the deliberate embrace of active suffenng, a self-disciphne 
in dreadful tasks As gold m the refiner’s fire, so “burning of love 
into a soul truly taken all vices purgeth ” Detachment may be a 
counsel of prudence, a practical result of seeing the true values of 
things ; but the pain of mortification is seized as a splendid oppor- 
tunity, a love token, timidly offered by the awakened spint to that 
all-demanding Lover from Whom St Catherine of Siena heard 
the terrible words “I, Fire, the Acceptor of sacnfices, ravishmg 

* “Subida del Monte Carmelo," 1 i cap v 

» Op ctl , bk 1 cap XV. 

3 S Cdterma di Genova, “TratUto di Furgatono," cap i 
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away from them their darkness, give the light "Suffering is the 
ancient law of love," says the Eternal Wisdom to Suso, "theie 
IS no quest without pain, there is no lover who is not also a martyr. 
Hence it is inevitable that he who would love so high a thiTig as 
Wisdom should sometimes suffer hmdiances and griefs 

The mystics have a profound conviction that Creation, Becom- 
ing, Transcendence, is a painful process at the best Those who 
are Christians point to the Passion of Christ as a proof that the 
cosmic journey to perfection, the path of the Eternal Wisdom, 
follows of necessity the Way of the Cross That law of the inner 
hfe, which sounds so fantastic and yet is so bitterly true— "No 
progress without pain” — asserts itself It declares that birth 
pangs must be endured in the spiritual as well as in the material 
world that adequate training must always hurt the athlete. 
Hence the mystics’ quest of the Absolute drives them to an eager 
and heroic union with the reality of suffering, as well as with the 
reality of ]oy 3 

This divine necessity of pain, this necessary sharing in the tra\ ail 
of a World of Becoming, is beautifully described by Tauler in one 
of those "internal conversations" between the contemplate e soul 
and its God, which abound in the works of the mystics and are 
familiar to all readers of "The Imitation of Christ " "A man once 
thought,” says Tauler, "that God drew some men even by pleasant 
paths, while other were drawn by the path of pain Our Lord 
answered him thus, ‘What thmk ye can be pleasanter or nobler 
than to be made most like unto Me ? that is by suffering Mark, 
to whom was ever offered such a troubled life as to Me ’ And in 
whom can I better work in accordance with My true nobility than 
in those who are most like Me ? They are the men who suffer 
Learn that My divine nature never worked so nobly in human 
nature as by suffering, and because suffering is so efficacious, it 
IS sent out of great love. I understand the weakness of human 
nature at all times, and out of love and righteousness I lay no 
heavier load on man than he can bear The crown must be firmly 

> Dialogo, cap Ixxxv = Lebcn, cap iv 

3 “This truth, of which she was the living example," says Huysmans of St 
Lydwine, “has been and will be true for every period Smee the death of Lydwme, 
there is not a samt who has not confirmed it Hear them formulate their desires 
Always to suffer, and to die' cries St Teresa, always to suffer, yet not to die, 
corrects St Magdalena del Pazri. yet more, oh Lord, yet more' exclaims St 
Francis Xavier, dying in anguish on the coast of Chma, I wish to be broken %\ith 
suffering in order that I may prove my love to God, declares a seventeenth centui v 
Carmelite, the Ven Mary of the Ti mity The desire for suffering is itself an agony, 
adds a great servant of God of our own day. Mother Mary Du Bourg, and she 
confided to her daughters m religion that *if they sold pain in the market she 
would hurry to buy it theie ' " (J K Huysmans, “Sainte Lydwine de Schiedam,” 
3rd edition, p 225) Examples can be multiphed mdefinitely from the lives and 
works of the mystics of all periods 
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pressed down that is to bud and blossom in the Eternal Presence 
of My Heavenly Father. He who desires to be whoUy immersed 
in the fathomless sea of My Godhead must also be deeply immersed 
m the deep sea of bitter sorrow. I am exalted far above all things, 
and work supernatural and wonderful works in Myself the deeper 
and more supematuraUy a man crushes himself beneath aU thmgs, 
the more supematuraUy will he be drawn far above aU things ' 

Pain, therefore, the mystics always welcome and often court, 
sometimes m the crudely physical form which Suso describes so 
vividly and horribly in the sixteenth chapter of his Life, more 
frequently in those refinements of torture which a sensitive spirit 
can extract from lonelmess, injustice, misunderstanding — above 
aU, from deliberate contact with the repulsive accidents of life 
It would seem from a coUation of the evidence that the typical 
mystical temperament is by nature highly fastidious Its passionate 
apprehension of spiritual beauty, its intuitive perception of 
divine harmony, is counterbalanced by an instinctive loathing of 
uglmess, a shrinkmg from the disharmonies of squalor and disease. 
Often its ideal of refinement is far beyond the contemporary 
standards of decency, a circumstance which is alone enough to 
provide ample opportunity of wretchedness This extreme sensi- 
tiveness, which forms part of the normal psycho-physical make-up 
of the mystic, as it often does of the equaUy highly-strung artistic 
type, IS one of the first thmgs to be seized upon by the awakened 
self as a disciplinary instrument Then humility's axiom, “Naught 
is too low for love" is forced to bear the less lovely gloss, "Naught 
must be too disgusting " 

Two reasons at once appear for this One is the contempt for 
phenomena, nasty as well as nice — ^the longing to be free from 
aU the fetters of sense — which often goes with the passion for 
invisible things Those mystics to whom the attractions of earth 
are only illusion, are inconsistent if they attribute a greater 
reality to the revoltmg and squalid mcidents of life St Francis 
did but carry his own principles to their logical conclusion, when 
he insisted that the vermin were as much his brothers as the birds. 
Real detachment means the death of preferences of all kinds even 
of those which seem to other men the very proofs of virtue and 
fine taste 

The second reason is nobler It is bound up with that principle 
of self-surrender which is the mainspring of the mystic hfe To 
the contemplative mind, which is keenly conscious of unity m 
multiphcity — of God m the world — all disinterested service is 
service of the Absolute which he loves and the harder it is, the 
more opposed to his self-regardmg and sesthetic instmcts, the 

■ Tauler, Sermon on St Paul (“The Inner Way," p. 114) 
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more nearly it approaches his ideal. The point to which he aspires 
— ^though he does not always know it — is that in which all dis- 
harmony, all appearance of vileness, is resolved in the concrete 
reality which he calls the Love of God. Then, he feels dimly, every- 
thing will be seen under the aspect of a cosmic and charitable 
beauty, exhibiting through the woof of corruption the web of 
eternal hfe 

It IS told of St. Francis of Assisi, m whom the love of lovely 
things was always paramount, how he forced himself to visit the 
lepers whose sight and smell disgusted him how he served them 
and even kissed them ' "Then as he departed, m very truth that 
which had aforetime been bitter unto him, to wit, the sight and 
touch of lepers, now changed into sweetness For, as he confessed, 
the sight of lepers had been so grievous unto him that he had been 
mmded to avoid not only seeing them, but even going nigh their 
dwelling And if at any time he chanced to pass their abodes, or 
to see them, albeit he were moved by compassion to do them an 
alms through another person, yet alway would he turn aside his 
face, stopping his nostnls with his hand But through the giace 
of God he became so intimate a fnend of the lepers that, even as 
he recorded in his will, he did sojourn with them and did humbly 
serve them.” 

Also, after his great renunciation of all property, he, once a 
prosperous young man who had been "dainty in his father’s 
home,” accustomed himself to take a bowl and beg scraps of food 
from door to door . and here too, as in the case of the lepers, that 
which at first seemed revolting became to him sweet "And when 
he would have eaten that medley of various meats,” says the 
legend, "at first he shrank back, for that he had never been used 
willingly even to see, much less to eat, such scraps At length, 
conquering himself, he began to eat; and it seemed to him that 
m eating no rich syrup had he ever tasted aught so delight- 
some ”» 

The object, then, of this self-discipline is, like the object of all 
purgation, freedom freedom from the fetters of the senses, the 
"remora of desire,” from the results of environment and worldly 
education, from pride and prejudice, preferences and distaste 
from selfhood in every form Its effect is a sharp reaction to the 
joy of self-conquest The very act that had once caused in the 
enchained self a movement of loathing becomes not merely in- 
different, but an occasion of happiness So Margery Kempe “had 
great mourning and sorrowing iJE she might not kiss a leper when 
she met them in the way for the love of our Lord, which was all 

' Thomas of CeUno, Lcgcnda Prima, cap vu , 3 Soc. cap iv. 

= 3 Soc. cap vu 
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contrary to her disposition m the years of her youth and prosperity, 
for then she abhorred them most 

I spare the sensitive reader a detailed account of the loathsome 
ordeals by which St Catherme of Genoa and Madame Guyon 
strove to cure themselves of squeamishness and acquire this 
hberty of spirit.® They, hke St. Francis, St Elizabeth of Hungary, 
and countless other seekers for the Real, sought out and served 
with humihty and love the sick and the unclean, deliberately 
associated themselves with life in its meanest forms, compelled 
themselves to contact with the most revolting substances, and 
mortified the senses by the traditional ascetic expedient of 
deliberately opposing aU — even their most natural and harmless 
— ^inchnations "In the first four years after she received the sweet 
wound from her Lord,” says the Life of St Catherine of Genoa, she 
“made great penances so that all her senses were mortified And 
first, so soon as she perceived that her nature desired anythmg, 
at once she deprived it thereof, and did so that it should receive 
all those things that it abhorred. She wore harsh hair, ate no meat 
nor any other thmg that she liked; ate no fruit, neither fresh nor 
dried . . and she hved greatly submitted to all persons, and 
always sought to do aU those things which were contrary to her 
own will, in such a way that she was always inclined to do more 
promptly the will of others than her own " “And while she 
worked such and so many mortifications of all her senses it was 
several times asked of her ‘Why do you do this "> ' And she answered 
T do not know, but I feel myself drawn inwardly to do this . . 
and I think it is God’s will ' "3 

St. Ignatius Loyola, in the world a highly bred Spanish gentle- 
man of refined personal habits, found in those habits an excellent 
opportunity of mortification “As he was somewhat nice about 
the arrangement of his hair, as was the fashion of those days and 
became him not ill, he allowed it to grow naturally, and neither 
combed it nor trimmed it nor wore any head covering by day or 
night For the same reason he did not pare his finger or toe nails , 
for on these points he had been fastidious to an extreme ”* 

Madame Guyon, a delicate girl of the leisured class, accustomed 
to the ordmary comforts of her station, characteristically chose 
the most crude and immoderate forms of mortification in her efforts 
tpwards the acquirement of "mdifference ” But the peculiar 
psychic constitution which afterwards showed itself in the foims 

* “A Short Treatise of Contemplation taken out of the boke of Margery Kempe 
ancresse of Lynne " London, 1531 Reprinted and ed by E Gardner m “The 
Cell of Self-Knowledge," igio, p 49 

> The cunous are referred to the onginal jiuthorities For St Catherme, 
chapter vui of the "Vita 0 Dottrma" for Madame Guyon, Vie, pt 1 ch x 

3 "Vita e Dottnna," cap v « Testament, cap 11 (Fix’s translation) 

Q 
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of automatism and clairvoyance, seems to have produced a partial 
anaesthesia “Although I had a very dehcate body, the instruments 
of penitence tore my flesh without, as it seemed to me, causing 
pain I wore girdles of hair and of sharp iron, I often held worm- 
wood m my mouth ” “If I walked, I put stones m my shoes 
These things, my God, Thou didst first inspire me to do, in order 
that I might be deprived even of the most innocent satisfactions ”i 

In the earher stages of their education, a constant agere contra, 
even m apparently indifferent things, seems essential to the 
mystics , till the point is reached at which the changes and chances 
of mortal life are accepted with a true indifference and do not 
trouble the hfe of the soul This established ascendancy of the 
“interior man,” the transcendental consciousness, over “sensitive 
nature” — the self in its reactions to the ups and downs and 
manifold illusions of daily hfe — ^is the very object of Purgation 
It IS, then, almost impossible that any mystic, whatever his 
religion, character or race, should escape its battles for none at 
the begmning of their growth are in a position to dispense with 
its good offices Neoplatomsts and Mahommedans, no less than 
the Chnstian ascetics, are acquainted with the Purgative Way 
All realize the first law of Spiritual Alchemy, that you must tame 
the Green Lion before you give him wings Thus in ’Attar's 
allegory of the Valleys, the valley of self-stripping and renuncia- 
tion comes first * So too A1 Ghazzali, the Persian contemplative, 
says of the period immediately following his acceptance of the 
principles of Sufi ism and consequent renunciation of property, "1 
went to Syria, where I remamed more than two years, without 
any other object than that of hvmg in seclusion and solitude, 
conquering my desires, struggling with my passions, striving to 
purify my soul, to perfect my character, and to prepare my heart 
to meditate upon God ” At the end of this period of pure purgation 
circumstances forced him to return to the world, much to his 
regret, smee he “had not yet attained to the perfect ecstatic 
state, unless it were in one or two isolated moments "3 

Such gleams of ecstatic vision, distributed through the later 
stages of purification, seem to be normal features of mystical 
development. Increasing control of the lower centres, of the 
surface intelligence and its scattered desires, permits the emer- 
gence of the transcendental perceptions We have seen that Fox 
in his early stages displayed just such an alternation between 
the light and shade of the mystic way 4 So too did that least 
ascetic of visionaries, Jacob Boehme. “Fmdmg within myself a 

' Vie, pi 1 cap X > Supra, p ili 

3 Schmoldcrb, “Es^ai sur les £coles Flulosopbiques chez leb Arabeb," p SO- 

4 Supra, p 177 
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powerful contranum, namely the desires that belong to the flesh 
and blood," he says, "I began to fight a hard battle against my 
corrupted nature, and with the aid of God I made up my mmd to 
overcome the inherited evil wiU, to break it, and to enter wholly 
into the Love of God 'J. This, however, was not possible for me 
to accomphsh, but I stood firmly by my earnest resolution, and 
fought a hard battle with myself Now while I was wresthng and 
battling, being aided by God, a wonderful light arose within my 
soul It was a hght entirely foreign to my unruly nature, but in 
it I recognized the true nature of God and man, and the relation 
existmg between them, a thing which heretofore I had never 
understood, and for which I would never have sought 

In these words Boehme bridges the gap between Purgation 
and Illumination ■ showmg these two states or ways as co-existmg 
and complementary one to another, the light and dark sides of a 
developmg mystic consciousness As a fact, they do often exist 
side by side m the individual experience » and any treatment 
which exhibits them as sharply and completely separated may be 
convenient for purposes of study, but becomes at best diagram- 
matic if considered as a representation of the mystic life The 
mystical consciousness, as we have seen, belongs — ^from the 
psychological point of view — ^to that mobile or "unstable" type 
in which the artistic temperament also finds a place. It sways 
easily between the extremes of pleasure and pain in its gropmgs 
after transcendental reality. It often attains for a moment to 
heights in which it is not able to rest is often flung from some 
rapturous vision of the Perfect to the deeps of contrition and 
despair. 

The mystics have a vivid metaphor by which to describe that 
alternation between the onset and the absence of the joyous 
transcendental consciousness which forms as it were the charac- 
teristic intermediate stage between the bitter struggles of pure 
Purgation, and the peace and radiance of the Illuminative Life 
They call it Ludus A mans, the "Game of Love" which God plays 
with the desirous soul It is the "game of chess," says St Teresa, 
"in which game Humility is the Queen without whom none can 
checkmate the Divine King "3 "Here,” says Martensen, "God 
plays a blest game with the soul ”1 The "Game of Love” is a 
reflection in consciousness of that state of struggle, oscillation and 
unrest which precedes the first unification of the self. It ceases 
when this has taken place and the new level of reality has been 

> Hartmann, “Life and Doctrines of Jacob Boehme," p 30 

’ Compare the case of St Teresa already cited, supra, p 213. 

3 “Cammo de Perfeccion," cap xvu 

4 Martensen, “Meisler Eckhart,” p 75. 
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attained Thus St. Catherine of Siena, that inspired psychologist 
was told in ecstasy, "With the souls who have arrived at perfection' 

I play no more the Game of Love, which consists in leaving and 
returning again to the soul, though thou must understand that 
it is not, properly speaking, I, the immovable God, Who thus elude 
them, but rather the sentiment that My charity gives them of 
Me In other terms, it is the imperfectly developed spiritual 
perception which becomes tired and fails, throwing the self back 
into the darkness and aridity whence it has emerged So we are 
told of Rulman Merswin* that after the period of harsh physical 
mortification which succeeded his conversion came a year of 
"delirious ]oy alternating with the most bittei physical and 
moral sufferings." It is, he says, "the Game of Love which the 
Lord plays with His poor sinful creature ” Memories of aU his old 
sins still drove him to exaggerated penances morbid temptations 
"made me so ill that I feared I should lose my reason ” These 
psychic storms reacted upon the physical organism He had a 
paralytic seizure, lost the use of his lower limbs, and believed 
himself to be at the pomt of death When he was at his worst, 
however, and aU hope seemed at an end, an inward voice told him 
to rise from his bed He obeyed, and found himself cured Ecstasies 
were frequent during the whole of this period In these moments 
of exaltation he felt his mind to be irradiated by a new light, so 
that he knew, intuitively, the direction which his life was bound 
to take, and recognized the inevitable and salutary nature of 
his trials "God showed Himself by turns harsh and gentle to 
each access of misery succeeded the rapture of supernatural grace " 
In this intermittent style, tom by these constant fluctuations 
between depression and delight, did Merswm, in w'hom the psj chic 
mstability of the artistic and mystic types is present in excess, 
pass through the purgative and lUummated states 3 They appear 
to have coexisted m his consciousness, first one and then the other 
emerging and taking control Hence he did not attain the peaceful 
condition which is characteristic of full illumination, and normallj 
closes the "First Mystic Life” , but passed direct from these violent 
alternations of mystical pleasure and mystical pain to the state 
which he calls "the school of suffering love ” This, as we shall see 
when we come to its consideration, is strictly analogous to that 

' Dialogo, cap Ixxviii 

* Jundt, “Rulman Merswm," pp lo and 20, 

3 We recognize here the chief symptoms of the “cyclic type" of mentality, iiith 
its well-marked alternations of depression and exaltation This psychological type 
IS found frequently, but not invariably, among the myrstics, and its peculiarities 
must bo taken into account when studying their experiences For a technical 
description, see W McDougall “An Introduction to Abnormal Psychology,' 
caps xxii and xxvm. 
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which other mystics have called the “Dark Night of the Soul,” and 
opens the “Second Mystic Life” or Umtive Way 

Such prolonged coexistence of alternatmg pain and pleasure 
states in the developing soul, such delay in the attamment of 
equihbnum, is not infrequent, and must be taken into account in 
aU analyses of the mystic type Though it is convenient for 
purposes of study to practise a certain dissection, and treat as 
separate states which are, in the hvmg subject, closely intertwined, 
we should constantly remind ourselves that such a proceeding is 
artificial. The struggle of the self to disentangle itself from illusion 
and attain the Absolute is a life-struggle Hence, it will and must 
exhibit the freedom and originahty of life wiU, as a process, obey 
artistic rather than scientific laws It will sway now to the light 
and now to the shade of expenence its oscillations will sometimes 
be great, sometimes small Mood and environment, inspiration 
and information, will all play their part 

There are m this struggle three factors 

(1) The unchanging light of Eternal Reality that Pure Being 
"which ever shines and nought shall ever dim ” 

(2) The web of illusion, here thick, there thm, which hems in, 
confuses, and allures the sentient self 

(3) That self, always changmg, moving, struggling — always, 
in fact, becoming — alive in every fibre, related at once to the unreal 
and to the real, and, with its growth in true being, ever more 
conscious of the contrast between them 

In the ever-shiftmg relations between these three factors, the 
consequent energy engendered, the work done, we may find a 
cause of the innumerable forms of stress and travail which are 
called in their objective form the Purgative Way One only of the 
three is constant the Absolute to which the soul aspires Though 
all else may fluctuate, that goal is changeless That Beauty so 
old and so new, "with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of 
turning,” which is the One of Plotinus, the All of Eckhart and 
St John of the Cross, the Eternal Wisdom of Suso, the Un- 
plumbed Abyss of Ruysbroeck, the Pure Love of St. Catherine of 
Genoa, awaits yesterday, to-day, and for ever the opening of Its 
creature's eyes 

In the moment of conversion those eyes were opened for an 
instant • obtained, as it were, a dazzling and unforgettable ghmpse 
of the Uncreated Light They must learn to stay open: to look 
steadfastly into the eyes of Love so that, m the beautiful imagery 
of the mystics, the “faithful servant” may become the "secret 
friend."! Then it is, says Boehme, that “the divme glimpse and 

‘ See Ruysbioeclc, "De Calc-ulo," cap vii The metaphor is an ancient one and 
'occurs m many patristic and mediaeval writers. 
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beam of joy ariseth m the soul, being a new eye, in which the dark 
fiery soul conceiveth the Ens and Essence of the dmne hght 
So hard an art is not at once acquired in its perfection It is m 
accordance with all that we know of the conditions of development 
that a partial achievement should come first ; bewUdermg moments 
of lucidity, splendid glimpses, whose brevity is due to the weak- 
ness of the newly opened and unpractised "eye which looks upon 
Eternity,” the yet undisciphned strength of the “eye which looks 
upon Time ” Such is that play of light and dark, of exaltation 
and contrition, which often bndges the gap between the Purgative 
and the Illuminative states Each by turn takes the field and ousts 
the other, for "these two eyes of the soul of man cannot both 
perform their work at once 

To use another and more domestic metaphor, that D.vine Child 
wluch was, in the hour of the mystic conversion, born m the spark 
of the soul, must learn hke other children to walk Though it is 
true that the spiritual self must never lose its sense of utter 
dependence on the Invisible; yet withm that supporting atmo- 
sphere, and fed by its gifts, it must "find its feet ” Each effort to 
stand brmgs first a glonous sense of growth, and then a fall each 
fall means another struggle to obtam the difficult balance which 
comes when mfancy is past There are many eager trials, many 
hopes, many disappointments. At last, as it seems suddenly, 
the moment comes tottering is over, the muscles have learnt their 
lesson, they adjust themselves automatically, and the new self 
suddenly finds itself — it knows not how — standing upright and 
secure That is the moment which marks the boundary between 
the purgative and the illuminative states 

The process of this passage of the “new” or spiritual man from 
his awakening to the illuminated life, has been set out by Jacob 
Boehme in language which is at once poetic and precise "When 
Christ the Corner-Stone [i e , the divine principle latent in man] 
stirreth himself in the extinguished Image of Man in his hearty 
Conversion and Repentance,” he says, “then Virgin Sophia 
appeareth in the stirring of the Spirit of Christ in the extinguished 
Image, in her Virgin's attire before the Soul , at which the Soul 
IS so amazed and astonished in its Uncleanness that all its Sms 
immediately awake in it, and it trembleth before her, for then the 
judgment passeth upon the Sms of the Soul, so that it even 
goeth back in its unworthiness, being ashamed in the Presence of 
its fair Love, and entereth into itself, feeling and acknowledging 
itself utterly unworthy to receive such a Jewel This is understood 
by those who are of our tribe and have tasted of this heavenly 

■ “The Epistles of Jacob Boehme,” p 19 

• “Theologia Gerraanica," cap. vu 
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Gift, and by none else But the noble Sophia draweth near in 
the Essence of the Soul, and Jcisseth it in friendly Manner, and 
tmctureth its dark Fire with her Rays of Love, and shineth through 
it with her bright and powerful Influence Penetrated with the strong 
Sense and Feehng of which, the Soul skippeth m its Body for great 
Joy, and m the strength of this Virgin Love exulteth, and praiseth 
the great God for his blest Gift of Grace I will set down here a 
short description how it is when the Bride thus embraceth the 
Bndegroom, for the consideration of the Reader, who perhaps 
hath not yet been in this wedding chamber It may be he will be 
desirous to follow us, and to enter into the Inner Choir, where 
the Soul ]oineth hands and danceth with Sophia, or the Divine 
Wisdom 

' Jacob Boehme, “The Way to Chnst," pt. i. p. 23 (vol. iv. of the complete 
English translation of Boehme's works) 
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THE ILLUMINATION OF THE SELF 


Illumination, the charactenstic mystical consciousness — Many artists attain 
to it — Part of the normal process of transcendence — Its nature — Plotmns— 
The “mystic dance" — ^Distmctive character of Illumination — ‘ Nature mysticism" 
— ^Illumination and the mysteries — ^Mystic and artist — ^The chalice of the Spmt 
of Life — ^Various forms and grades of illuimnation — It always seems final to the 
mystic — ^Must be expressed artistically — Often received in visionary foim— 
Three marks of this state — (i) The sense of Divine Presence, (2) the lucid vision 
of the world, (3) automatic activity — Twofold character of the illuminated con- 
sciousness — Sense of the Presence of God — The source of mystic joy — St Teresa 
— ^The orison of union — St Bernard — ^Hugh of St Victor — Distinction between 
onson of union and unitive life — The “sense of the Presence” and active life— 
Brother Lawrence — Passivity — Madame Guyon — St Catherine of Genoa and 
illummation — ^Nature of illumination — ^An access of new light — Jacopone da 
Todi — Law — St Augustme — The Vision of Reality — ^Dante — Angela of Foligno 
— Transcendent and Personal illumination — Suso — The illuminated vision of 
the world — its nature — Jacob Boehme — Fox — Blake — The mystics and animal 
Ide — St Francis of Assisi— St Rose of Lima — Platonism and illumination— 
Plotinus — ^The Kabalah — Law — Illummation a half-way house — It cannot give 
final satisfaction to the spiritual consuousness 

I N illumination we come to that state of consciousness which 
IS popularly supposed to be peculiar to the mystic a form 
of mental life, a kind of perception, radically different from 
that of “normal” men His precedmg adventures and experiences 
cannot be allowed this quality His awakening to consciousness 
of the Absolute— though often marked by a splendour and 
intensity which seem to distmguish it from other psychic upheavals 
of that kind — does but reproduce upon higher levels those charac- 
teristic processes of conversion and falling in love ivhich give 
depth and actuality to the rehgious and passional life The purifica- 
tion to which he then sets himself — ^though this possesses as a rule 
sfertain features peculiar to mystical development — is again 
dlosely related to the disciplmes and mortifications of ascetic, but 
not necessanly mystical, piety. It is the most exalted form witli 
which we are acquainted of that cathars^s — ^that pruning and 
gaming of the human plant — ^which is the essence of all education, 
and a necessary stage in every kind of transcendence Here, the 
mystic does but adopt in a more drastic form the principles which 
all who would live with an intense life, all seekers after freedom, 
all true lovers must accept though he may justly claim with 
Ophelia that these wear their rue with a difference ^ 

’ For the relation between catharsis and poetic and mystical knowledge, see 
Bremond, "Pnfere et Poesie," caps xvi and xvu 

33Z 
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But in the great swing back into sunshine which is the reward 
of that painful descent into the "cell of self-knowledge,” he parts 
company with these other pilgrims Those who still go with him 
a little way — certain prophets, poets, artists, dreamers — do so 
m viitue of that mystical genius, that instinct for transcendental 
reality, of which all seers and creators have some trace The initiates 
of beauty or of wisdom, as the great mystic is the initiate of love, 
they share in some degree the experiences of the way of illumina- 
tion. But the mystic has now a veritable foothold m that trans- 
cendental world into which they penetrate now and again enjoys 
a certam fellowship — ^not yet union — with the "great life of the 
All,” and thence draws strength and peace. Really and actually, 
as one whose noviciate is finished, he has "entered the Inner 
Choir, where the Soul joineth hands and danceth with Sophia, the 
Divine Wisdom” and, keeping time with the great rhythms of 
the spintual universe, feels that he has found his place. 

This change of consciousness, however abrupt and amazing it 
may seem to the self which experiences it, seems to the psychologist 
a normal phase in that organic process of development which was 
initiated by the awakening of the transcendental sense Respond- 
ing to the intimations received in that awakening, ordering itself 
in their interest, concentrating its scattered energies on this one 
thing, the self emerges from long and varied acts of punfication 
to find that it is able to apprehend another order of reahty. It 
has achieved consciousness of a world that was always there, and 
wherein its substantial being — ^that Ground which is of God — ^has 
always stood Such a consciousness is "Transcendental Feeling” 
tn excelsts- a deep, intuitional knowledge of the "secret 
plan.” 

"We are like a choir who stand round the conductor,” says 
Plotinus, "but do not always sing m tune, because their attention is 
diverted by looking at external things So we always move round 
the One — ^if we did not, we should dissolve and cease to exist — but 
we do not always look towards the One ” Hence, instead of that 
free and conscious co-operation m the great life of the All which 
alone can make personal life worth living, we move like slaves or 
marionettes, and, obhvious of the whole to which our little steps 
contnbute, fail to observe the measure "whereto the worlds keep 
time.” Our mmds being distractedfromthe Corypheusmthe nudst, 

1 the "energetic Word” who sets the rhythm, we do not behold Him 
We axe absorbed m the illusions of sense , the "eye which looks on 
Eternity” is idle "But when we do behold Him,” says Plotmus 
again, "we attain the end of our existence and our rest Then we 
no longer sing out of tune, but form a truly divine chorus about Him ; 
in the which chorus dance the soul beholds the Fountain of life. 
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the Fountain of intellect, the Pnnciple of Being, the cause of good, 
the root of soul Such a beholding, such a lifting of consciousness 
from a self-centred to a God-centred world, is of the essence of 
illumination 

It will be observed that in these passages the claim of the 
mystic IS not yet to supreme communion , the "Spiritual Marriage” 
of the Christian mystic, or that "flight of the Alone to the Alone” 
which is the Plotmian image for the utmost bliss of the emancipated 
soul He has now got through preliminaries , detached himself from 
his chief entanglements , re-onentated his instinctive life The result 
is a new and solid certitude about God and his own soul’s relation 
to God an "enlightenment” m which he is adjusted to new 
standards of conduct and thought In the traditional language of 
asceticism he is "proficient” but not yet perfect He achieves a 
real vision and knowledge, a conscious harmony with the divine 
World of Becoming not yet self-loss in the Principle of Life, but 
rather a wiUmg and harmonious revolution about Him, that "in 
dancing he may know what is done ” This character distinguishes 
almost every first-hand description of illumination and it is this 
which marks it off from mystic union in all its forms All pleasur- 
able and exalted states of mystic consciousness m which the sense of 
I-hood persists, m which there is a loving and joyous relation 
between the Absolute as object and the self as subject, fall under 
the head of Illummation which is really an enormous development 
of the intuitional life at high levels All veritable and first-hand 
apprehensions of the Divme obtained by the use of symbols, as 
in the religious life , all the degrees of prayer lying between medita- 
tion and the prayer of union, many phases of poetic inspiration 
and "glimpses of truth,” are activities of the illuminated mind 

To "see God in nature,” to attain a radiant consciousness of 
the "otherness” of natural things, is the simplest and commonest 
form of lUummation Most people, under the spell of emotion or 
of beauty, have known flashes of rudimentary vision of this kind 
Where such a consciousness is recurrent, as it is m many poets,^ 
there results that partial yet often overpowering apprehension of 
the Infinite Life immanent in all living things, which some modern 
writers have dignified by the name of “nature-mysticism ” 

• Plotinus, Ennead vi 9 Compare with this image of the rhythmic dance of 
things about a divine Corypheus in the midst, those passages m the Apocryphal 
“Hymn of Jesus" where the Logos or Christ, standing within the circle of dis- 
ciples, says, “I am the Word who did play and dance all things " “Now answer 
to My dancmg," “Understand by dancmg what I do " Again, “Who danceth 
not knoweth not what is bemg done " “I would pipe, dance ye alU" and pre- 
sently the rubric declares, “All whose Nature is to dance, doth dance I" (See 
Dr M R James, “Apocrypha Anecdota," senes 2, and G R S Mead, “Echoes 
from the Gnosis the Dance of Jesus " Compare supra, p 134 ) 

» For instance, Keats, Shelley, Wordsworth, Tennyson, downing. Whitman 
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Where it is raised to its highest denomination, tiU the veil is obhter- 
ated by the light behind, and “faith has vanished into sight," 
as sometimes happened to Blake, we reach the pomt at which the 
mystic swallows up the poet 

"Dear Sir," says that great genius in one of his most character- 
istic letters, written immediately after an onset of the illummated 
vision which he had lost for many years, "excuse my enthusiasm, 
or rather madness, for I am leally drunk with intellectual vision 
whenever I take a pencil or graver into my hand."i Many a great 
painter, philosopher, or poet, perhaps every inspired musician, 
has known this indescnbable mebnation of Reahty in those 
moments of transcendence in which his masterpieces were con- 
ceived This is the "saving madness" of which Plato speaks in the 
"Phaedrus" ; the ecstasy of the "God-mtoxicated man," the lover, 
the prophet, and the poet "drunk with life " When the Christian 
mystic, eager for his birthright, says "Sanguis Chnsti, mebna 
me !" he IS asking for ]ust such a gift of supernal vitahty, a draught 
of that Wme of Absolute Life which runs in the artenes of the 
world. Those to whom that cup is given attain to an mtenser 
degree of vitality, hence to a more acute degree of perception, a 
more vivid consciousness, than that which is enjoyed by other 
men. For though, as Ruysbroeck warns us, this “is not God," yet 
it is for many selves "the Light in which we see Him."* 

Blake conceived that it was his vocation to bring this mystical 
illummation, this heightened vision of reahty, within the range 
of ordmary men. to "cleanse the doors of perception" of the race 
They thought him a madman for his pains 

" I rest not upon my great task 
To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the unmortal Eyes 
Of Man mwards mto the Worlds of Thought mto Eternity 
Ever expandmg m the Bosom of God, the Human Imagination. 

O Saviour, pour upon me thy Spirit of meekness and love, 
Anmhilate the Selfhood m me’ be thou all my life,''i 

The Mysteries of the antique world appear to have been attempts 
— often by way of a merely magical initiation — to "open the im- 
mortal eyes of man inwards" ; exalt his powers of perception until 
they Could receive the messages of a higher degree of reality. In 
spite of much eager theorizing, it is impossible to tell how far they 
succeeded in this task. To those who had a natural genius for the 
Infinite, sjnnbols and rituals which were doubtless charged with 
ecstatic suggestions, and often dramatized the actual course of 

* “Letters of William Blake," p 171 

’ Ruysbroeck, “De vera Contemplatione,” cap. xi. 

3 “Jerusalem," cap. i 
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the Mystic Way, may well have brought some enhancement of 
consciousness ^ though hardly that complete rearrangement of 
character which is an essential of the mystic’s entrance on the 
true Illuminated State Hence Plato only claims that "he whose 
initiation is recent" can see Immortal Beauty under mortal veils. 

"O blessfed he in all wise. 

Who hath drunk the Living Fountain, 

Whose life no folly stain eth 
And whose soul is near to God 
Whose sins are lifted pall-wise 
As he worships on the Mountain 

Thus sang the initiates of Dionysus , that mystery-cult in which 
the Greeks seem to have expressed all they knew of the possible 
movement of consciousness through rites of purification to the 
ecstasy of the Illuminated Life Tlie mere crude rapture of illu- 
mination has seldom been more vividly expressed With its half- 
Oriental fervours, its self-regardmg glory m personal purification 
achieved, and the spiritual superiority conferred by adeptship, 
may be compared the deeper and loveher experience of the 
Catholic poet and saint, who represents the spirit of Western 
mysticism at its best His sms, too, had been "lifted pall-wise" as 
a cloud melts in the sunshine of Divine Love but here the centre 
of interest is not the little self which has been exalted, but the 
greater Self which deigns thus to exalt 

"O bum that bums to heal I 
O more than pleasant wound ' 

And O soft hand, O touch most delicate. 

That dost new life reveal. 

That dost in grace abound 
And, sla)nng, dost from death to life translate ” 3 


Here the joy is as passionate, the consciousness of an exalted 
life as intense: but it is dominated by the distinctive Christian 
concepts of humihty, surrender, and intimate love. 

We have seen that all real artists, as well as all pure mystics, are 
sharers to some degree m the Illuminated Life They have drunk, 
with Blake, from that cup of intellectual vision which is the chalice 
of the Spirit of Life know something of its divine inebnation 
whenever Beauty inspires them to create Some have only sipped 

• Compare E Rhode, “Psyche," and J E Harrison, “Prolegomena to the 
Study of Greek Religion," caps, ix , x , and xi , a work which puts the most 
favourable construction possible on the meaning of Orphic imtiation 
> The “Bacchae" of Euripides (translated by Gilbert Murray), p 83 
3 St. John of the Cross, “Llama de Amor Viva” (translated by Arthur Symons) 
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it. Some, like John of Parma, have drunk deep; accepting in that 
act the mystic heritage with all its obligations But to all who 
have seen Beauty face to face, the Grail has been administered , 
and through that sacramental communion they are made partici- 
pants m the mystery of the world 
In one of the most beautiful passages of the "Fioretti” it is 
told how Brother Jacques of la Massa, "unto whom God opened 
the door of His secrets,” saw m a vision this ChaHce of the Spirit 
of Life delivered by Christ into the hands of St Francis, that he 
might give his brothers to drink thereof 

“Then came St Francis to give the chalice of life to his brothers. 
And he gave it first to Brother John of Parma who, taking it, 
drank it aU in haste, devoutly, and straightway he became all 
shinmg hke the sun And after him St Francis gave it to all the 
other brothers in order and there were but few among them that 
took it with due reverence and devotion and drank it all Those 
that took it devoutly and drank it all, became straightway 
shining hke the sun , but those that spilled it all and took it not 
devoutly, became black, and dark, and misshapen and horrible 
to see; but those that drank part and spiUed part, became partly 
shining and partly dark, and more so or less according to the 
measure of their drinkmg or spilhng thereof But the aforesaid 
Brother John was resplendent above aU the rest , the which had 
more completely drunk the chahee of hfe, whereby he had the more 
deeply gazed tnto the abyss of the infinite light divine 
No image, perhaps, could suggest so accurately as this divine 
picture the conditions of perfect lUummation • the drinking deeply, 
devoutly, and in haste — ^that is, without prudent emdself-regardmg 
hesitation — of the heavenly Wme of Life , that wine of which Rolle 
says that it “fulfils the soul with a great gladness through a sweet 
contemplation."* John of Parma, the hero of those Spintual Fran- 
ciscans in whose interest this exquisite allegory was composed, 
stands for all the mystics, who, “having completely drunk," have 
attained the power of gazing into the abyss of the infinite light 
divme. In those imperfect brothers who dared not drink the cup 
of sacrifice to the dregs, but took part and spiUed part, so that 
they became partly shinmg and partly dark, "according to the 
measure of their drinking or spilling thereof," we may see an 
image of the artist, musician, prophet, poet, dreamer, more or- 
less illuminated according to the measure of courage and self- 
abandonment m which he heis drunk the cup of ecstasy ■ but always 
m comparison with the radiance of the pure contemplative, "partly 
shining and partly dark " “Hinder me not," says the soul to the 

• “Fioretti," cap xlvui (Arnold’s translation). 

* Horstman, “Richard Rolle of Hampole," vol. u. p. 79. 
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senses in Mechthild of Magdeburg's vision, “1 would drink for a 
space of the unmmgled wine In the artist, the senses have some- 
what hindered the perfect inebnation of the soul 
We have seen that a vast tract of expenence — ^aU the experience 
which results from contact between a purged and heightened 
consciousness and the World of Becoming in which it is immersed , 
and much, too, of that which results from contact set up between 
such a consciousness and the Absolute Itself — ^is mcluded in that 
stage of growth which the mystics call the lUummative Way This 
is the largest and most densely populated provmce of the mystic 
kmgdom Such different visionaries as Suso and Blake, Boehme and 
Angela of Fohgno, Mechthild of Magdeburg, Fox, Rolle, St Tere'ia, 
and countless others have left us the record of their sojourn 
therein Amongst those who cannot be called pure mystics we 
can detect m the works of Plato and Heracleitus, Wordsworth, 
Tennyson, and Walt Whitman indications that they too were 
acquamted, beyond most poets and seers, with the phenomena of 
the illuminated life In studymg it then, we shall be confronted by 
a mass of apparently irreconcilable material, the results of the 
relation set up between every degree of lucidity, every kmd of 
character, and the suprasensible world 

To say that God is Infinite is to say that He may be apprehended 
and described in an mfinity of ways That Circle whose centre is 
everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere, may be ap- 
proached from every angle with a certainty of being found. 
Mystical history, particularly that which deals with the Illumina- 
tive Way, is a demonstration of this fact Here, in the establish- 
ment of the "first mystic life,” of conscious correspondence with 
Reahty, the self which has oscillated between two forms of con- 
sciousness, has alternately opposed and embraced its growing 
intuitions of the Absolute, comes for a time to rest To a large 
extent, the discordant elements of character have been purged 
away Temporally at least the nund has "umfied itself" upon high 
levels, and attamed, as it believes, a genuine consciousness of the 
divme and veritable world The depth and nchness of its own 
nature will determine how intense that consciousness shall be 
Whatever its scope, however, this new apprehension of reahty 
generally appears to the illummated Self as final and complete 
As the true lover is always convinced that he has found in his 
bride the one Rose of the World, so the mystic, m the first glow of 
his mitiation, is sure that his quest is now fulfilled. Ignorant as 
yet of that consummation of love which overpasses the proceed- 
ings of the inward eye and ear, he exclaims with entire assurance 
“Beati oculi qui exterionbus clausi, interionbus autem sunt 
■ “Dab FUesseode Licbt der Gottheit," pt i cap. 43. 
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intenti,”" and, absorbed in this new blissful act of vision, forgets 
that it belongs to those who are still tn via He has yet to pass 
through that "night of the senses" in which he learns to dis- 
tinguish the substance of Reality from the accidents under 
which it IS perceived, to discover that the heavenly food here 
given cannot satisfy his “hunger for the Absolute”* His true goal 
hes far beyond this joyful basking in the sunbeams of the Un- 
created Light Only the greatest souls learn this lesson, and tread 
the whole of that "Kmg’s Highway” which leads man back to 
his Source "For the many that come to Bethlehem, there be few 
that wiU go on to Calvary ” The rest stay here, in this Earthly 
Paradise, these flowery fields, where the liberated self wanders 
at will, descnbmg to us as well as it can now this corner, now that, 
of the Countiy of the Soul. 

It IS in these descriptions of the joy of lUummation — ^m the out- 
pourings of love and rapture belonging to this state — ^that we 
find the most lyrical passages of mystical hterature Here poet, 
mystic, and musician are on common ground . for it is only by the 
oblique methods of the artist, by the use of aesthetic suggestion and 
musical rhythm, that the wonder of that vision can be expressed. 
When essential goodness, truth, and beauty — Light, Life, and 
Love — are apprehended by the heart, whether the heart be that 
of poet, painter, lover, or saint, that apprehension can only be 
communicated in a hvmg, that is to say, an artistic form The 
natural mind is conscious only of succession the special differentia 
of the mystic is the power of apprehendmg simultaneity. In the 
pecuharities of the illuminated consciousness we recognize the 
effort of the mind to bridge the gap between Simultaneity and 
Succession, the characters of Creator and Creation. Here the 
successive is called upon to carry the values of the Eternal. 

Here, then, genius and sanctity kiss one another, and each, m 
that sublime encounter, looks for an instant through the other’s 
eyes. Hence it is natural and inevitable that the mystic should 
here call into play all the resources of artistic expression the lovely 
imagery of Juhan and Mechthild of Magdeburg, Suso’s poetic 
visions, St. Augustine’s fire and light, the heavenly harmonies of 
St. Francis and Richard RoUe. Symbols, too, play a major part, not 
only in the description, but also in the machinery of illummation : 
the intuitions of many mystics presenting themselves directly 
to the surface-mmd in a symbolic form. We must therefore be 
prepared for a great variety and fluidity of expression, a constant 
and not always conscious recourse to symbol and image, in those 

* “De Imitatione Christi,” 1. ui cap 1 

* For the decisive character of this “night of the senses," see St John of the 
Cross, "Noche escura del Alma," 1 1 
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who try to communicate the secret of this state of consciousness. 
We must examine, and even classify so far as possible, a wide 
variety of experience — ^some which is recognized by friends and 
foes alike as purely “mystical,” some in which the operation of 
poetic imagination is clearly discernible, some which involves 
"psychic phenomena” and other abnormal activities of the mind 
— ^refusing to be frightened away from investigation by the strange, 
and apparently irreconcilable character of our matenal 

There are three mam types of experience which appear again 
and again in the history of mysticism , nearly always in connec- 
tion with illumination, rather than any other phase of mystical 
development I think that they may fairly be regarded as its mam 
characteristics, though the discussion of them cannot cover all 
the ground In few forms of spiritual hfe is the spontaneity of the 
individual so clearly seen as here, and in few is the ever-deadly 
process of classification attended with so many nsks 

These three characteristics are — 

I. A joyous apprehension of the Absolute that which many 
ascetic writers call “the practice of the Presence of God ” This, 
however, is not to be confused with that unique consciousness 
of union with the divine which is pecuhar to a later stage of 
mystical development. The self, though purified, still realizes itself 
as a separate entity over against God It is not immersed in its 
Origin, but contemplates it This is the "betrothal” rather than 
the "marriage” of the soul 

2 This clarity of vision may also be enjoyed in regard to the 
phenomenal world The actual physical perceptions seem to be 
strangely heightened, so that the self perceives an added signifi- 
cance and reality in all natural things is often convinced that it 
knows at last "the secret of the world ” In Blake's words "the 
doors of perception are cleansed” so that "everything appears to 
man as it ts, infinite 

111 these two forms of perception we see the growing conscious- 
ness of the mystic stretching in two directions, until it includes 
in its span both the World of Being and the World of Becoming ,* 
that dual apprehension of reahty as transcendent yet immanent 
which we found to be one of the distinguishing marks of the 
mystic type. 

3 Along with this two-fold extension of consciousness, the 
energy of the intuitional or transcendental self may be enormously 
increased The psychic upheavals of the Purgative Way have 
tended to make it central for hfe to eliminate from the character 
all those elements which checked its activity. Now it seizes upon 

» “The Mamage of Heaven and Hell,” xxu 
» Vide supra, pp 42-50, 
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ithe ordinary channels of expression, and may show itself in such 
forms as {a) auditions, {b) dialogues between the surface conscious- 
ness and another intelligence which purports to be divine, (c) 
visions, and sometimes {d) in automatic writings In many selves 
this automatic activity of those growing but still largely sub- 
conscious powers which constitute the "New Man,” increases 
steadily during the whole of the mystic hf e 

Illumination, then, tends to appear mainly under one or all 
of these three forms Often aU are present, though, as a rule, one 
is dominant. The balance of characteristics will be conditioned m 
each case by the self’s psychic make-up, its temperamental leaning 
towards "pure contemplation,” "lucid vision,” or automatic 
expression, emanation or immanence, the metaphysical, artistic, 
or intimate aspects of truth. The possible combinations between 
these vanous factors are as innumerable as the possible creations 
of Life itself. 

In the wonderful rhapsodies of St Augustine, in St Bernard’s 
converse with the Word, in Angela of Foligno’s apprehensions of 
Deity, in Richard Rolle’s "state of song,” when "sweetest heavenly 
melody he took, with him dwellmg m mind,” or m Brother Law- 
rence’s "practice of the Presence of God,” we may see varied expres- 
sions of the first type of illummated consciousness Jacob Boehme 
is rightly looked upon as a classic example of the second , which 
is also found in one of its most attractive forms in St Francis of 
Assisi Suso and St Teresa, perhaps, may stand for the third, 
smee in them the visionary and auditory phenomena were pecu- 
liarly well marked A further study of each charactenstic in order, 
will help us to disentangle the many threads which go to the 
psychical make-up of these great and complex mystic types The 
rest of this chapter will, then, be given to the analysis of the two 
chief forms of illuminated consciousness the self’s perception of 
Reahty in the eternal and temporal worlds The important subject 
of voices and visions demands a division to itself 

I. The Consciousness of the Absolute, or "Sense of the 
Presence of God” 

This consciousness, m its various forms and degrees, is perhaps 
the most constant characteristic of Illumination, and makes it, 
for the mystic soul, a pleasure-state of the intensest kind I do 
not mean by this that the subject passes months or years m a 
continuous ecstasy of commumon with the Divine Intermittent 
periods of spiritual fatigue or "aridity” — renewals of the tempera- 
mental conflicts experienced in purgation — the oncoming gloom 
of the Dark Night — all these may be, and often are, experienced 

R 
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at intervals during the lUuminated Life, as flashes of insight, 
indistinguishable from illumination, constantly break the mono- 
tony of the Purgative Way But a deep certitude of the Personal 
Life omnipresent in the universe has been achieved, and 
this can never be forgotten, even though it be withdrawn The 
"spirit stretching towards God" declares that it has touched Him , 
and its normal condition henceforth is joyous consciousness of 
His Presence with "many pnvy touchings of sweet spintual sights 
and feeling, measured to us as our simpleness may bear it 
Where he prefers less definite or more pantheistic language, the 
mystic’s perceptions may take the form of "harmony with the 
Infinite" — the same divine music transposed to a lower key 
This "sense of God" is not a metaphor Innumerable declara- 
tions prove it to be a consciousness as sharp as that which other 
men have, or think they have, of colour, heat, or light. It is a 
well-known though usually transitory experience in the religious 
life hke the homing instinct of birds, a fact which can neither 
be denied nor explained. “How that presence is felt, it may better 
be known by expenence than by any writing,” says Hilton, “for 
it IS the life and the love, the might and the light, the joy and the 
rest of a chosen soul And therefore he that hath soothfastly once 
felt it he may not forbear it without pain , he may not undesire it, 
it is so good m itself and so comfortable. . . He cometh privily 
sometimes when thou art least aware of Him, but thou shalt 
well know Him or He go , for wonderfully He stirreth and mightily 
He tumeth thy heart into beholdmg of His goodness, and doth 
thine heart melt delectably as wax against the fire into softness 
of His love "* 

Modem psychologists have struggled hard to discredit this 
“sense of the presence”; sometimes attributing it to the psychic 
mechanism of projection, sometimes to “wish-fulfilments” of a 
more unpleasant origin 3 The mystics, however, who discnminate 
so much dehcately than their cntics between true and false trans- 
cendental expenence, never feel any doubt about its validity. 
Even when their experience seems inconsistent with their theology, 
they refuse to be disturbed 

Thus St Teresa wntes of her own experience, with her usual 
simpUcity and directness, “In the beginning it happened to me 
that I was ignorant of one thing — ^I did not know that God was 
m all things and when He seemed to me to he so near, I thought 
it impossible Not to beheve that He was present was not in my 

• Julian of Norwich, “Revelations," cap xlm 

• “The Scale of Perfection," bk u cap xh 

3 See Delacroix, “fitudes sur le Mysticisme," Appendix I “Sentiment de 
Presence ” For a balanced view. Marshal, "Studies in the Psychology of the 
M3istics," p 55 See also Poulain, "Les Grices d’Oraison,” cap v. 
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power; for it seemed to me, as it were, evident that I felt there His 
very presence Some imleamed men used to say to me, that He 
was present only by His grace. I could not believe that, because, 
as I am saying. He seemed to me to be present Himself so I was 
distressed A most learned man, of the Order of the glorious 
Patriarch St. Dominic, dehvered me from this doubt, for he told 
me that He was present, and how He communed with us this was 
a great comfort to me.”' 

Again, "An interior peace, and the httle strength which either 
pleasures or displeasures have to remove this presence (dunng 
the time it lasts) of the Three Persons, and that without power to 
doubt of it, continue in such a manner that I clearly seem to 
experience what St. John says. That He will dwell in the soul, and 
this not only by grace, but that He wiU also make her perceive 
thispresence St Teresa’s strong "immanental” bent comes out 
well in this passage 

Such a sense of the divine presence may go side by side with the 
daily hfe and normal mental activities of its possessor, who is not 
necessarily an ecstatic or an abstracted visionary, remote from 
the work of the world. It is true that the transcendental con- 
sciousness has now become, once for all, his centre of interest, its 
perceptions and admonitions dominate and hght up his daily 
hfe. The object of education, in the Platonic sense, has been 
achieved his soul has "wheeled round from the penshmg world” 
to “the contemplation of the real world and the brightest part 
thereof.”3 But where vocation and circumstances require it, the 
duties of a busy outward hfe continue to be fulfilled with steadi- 
ness and success and this without detriment to the soul’s con- 
templation of the Real 

In many temperaments of the unstable or artistic type, however, 
this intuitional consciousness of the Absolute becomes ungovern- 
able. it constantly breaks through, obtaining forcible possession 
of the menteil field and expressing itself in the "psychic” pheno- 
mena of ecstasy and rapture In others, less mobile, it wells up 
into an impassioned apprehension, a "flame of love” in which the 
self seems to "meet God m the ground of the soul ” This is “pure 
contemplation" that state of deep orison m which the subject 
seems to be "seeing, feehng and thinking all at once ” By this 
spontaneous exercise of all his powers under the dominion of love, 
the mystic attains that "Vision of the Heart” which, "more 
interior, perhaps, than the visions of dream or ecstasy, ”4 stretches 

• Vida, cap xvm § 20. 

> “Letters of St Teresa" (1581), Dalton's translation. No. VII. 

3 “Republic,” vii 518 

4 R£ce]ac, “Fondements de la Connaissance Mjrstique,” p 151 
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to the full those very faculties which it seems to be holding m 
suspense, as a top “sleeps” when it is spinning fast. Ego dormio 
et cor mcum vigilat. This act of contemplation, this glad surrender 
to an overwhelming consciousness of the Presence of God, leaves 
no sharp image on the mind only a knowledge that we have been 
lifted up, to a veritable gazmg upon That which eye hath not 
seen 

St Bernard gives in one of his sermons a simple, ingenuous and 
obviously personal account of such “pnvy touchings,” such con- 
vincing but elusive contacts of the soul with the Absolute “Now 
bear with my foolishness for a httle,” he says, “for I wish to teU 
you, as I have promised, how such events have taken place in me 
It IS, indeed, a matter of no importance But I put myself forward 
only that I may be of service to you, and if you derive any benefit 
I am consoled for my egotism If not, I sh^l but have displayed 
my foolishness I confess, then, though I say it in my foolishness, 
that the Word has visited me, and even very often But, though 
He has frequently entered into my soul, I have never at any time 
been sensible of the precise moment of His coming I have felt 
that He was present, I remember that He has been with me, I 
have sometimes been able even to have a presentiment that He 
would come but never to feel His coming nor His departure 
For whence He came to enter my soul, or whither He went on 
quitting it, by what means He has made entrance or departure, 
I confess that I know not even to this day, according to that 
which is said, Nescis unde vemat aut quo vadat. Nor is this strange, 
because it is to Him that the psalmist has said m another place, 
Veshgta tua non cognoscentur. 

“It IS not by the eyes that He enters, for He is without form or 
colour that they can discern, nor by the ears, for His coming is 
without sound, nor by the nostrils, for it is not with the air but 
with the mind that He is blended . By what avenue then has 
He entered ? Or perhaps the fact may be that He has not entered 
at all, nor indeed come at all from outside for not one of these 
things belongs to outside. Yet it has not come from within me, 
for it IS good, and I know that in me dwelleth no good thing I 
have ascended higher than myself, and lo ! I have found the Word 
above me still My curiosity has led me to descend below myself 
also, and yet I have found Him still at a lower depth If I have 
looked w'lthout myself, I have found that He is beyond that which 
IS outside of me , and if within. He was at an inner depth still And 
thus have I learned the truth of the words I have read. In ipso 
emm vivimus et movciiiiir et sumus ”1 

Such a hfting up, such a condition of consciousness as that 
> St. Bernard, “Cantica Canticorum," Sermon Ixxiv. 
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which St. Bernard is here trying to describe, seems to snatch the 
spirit for a moment into a state which it is hard to distinguish 
from that of true “union ” This is what the contemplatives call 
passive or infused contemplation, or sometimes the “orison of 
umon"’ a brief foretaste of the Unitive State, often enjoyed for 
short periods in the lUummative Way, which reinforces their 
conviction that they have now truly attained the Absolute It 
is but a foretaste, however, of that attainment the precocious 
effort of a soul stiU in that stage of “Enlightening” which the 
"Theologia Germanica” declares to be “belonging to such as are 
growing 

This distinction between the temporary expenence of union 
and the achievement of the Unitive Life is weU brought out in a 
fragment of dialogue between Soul and Self in Hugh of St Victor’s 
mystical tract, “De Arrha Anunae ” 

The Soul says, “TeU me, what can be this thing of dehght that 
merely by its memory touches and moves me with such sweetness 
and violence that I am drawn out of myself and earned away, I 
know not how? I am suddenly renewed I am changed I am 
plunged into an ineffable peace My mind is full of gladness, all 
my past wretchedness and pain is forgot My soul exults my 
intellect is illuminated my heart is afire my desires have become 
kindly and gentle I know not where I am, because my Love has 
embraced me Also, because my Love has embraced me I seem to 
have become possessed of something, and I know not what it is, 
but I try to keep it, that I may never lose it. My soul strives m 
gladness that she may not be separated from That which she 
desires to hold fast for ever as if she had found in it the goal of all 
her desires She exults in a sovereign and ineffable manner, seeking 
nought; desiring nought, but to rest in this Is this, then, my 
Beloved? Tell me that I may know Him, and that if He come 
again I may entreat Him to leave me not, but to stay with me for 
ever.” 

Man says, “It is indeed thy Beloved who visits thee, but He 
comes in an invisible shape. He comes disguised. He comes m- 
comprehensibly He comes to touch thee, not to be seen of thee: 
to arouse thee, not to be comprehended of thee He comes not 
to give Himself wholly, but to be tasted by thee not to fulfil thy 
desire, but to lead upwards thy affection He gives a foretaste of 
His dehghts, bnngs not the plenitude of a perfect satisfaction: 
and the earnest of thy betrothal consists chiefly in this, that He 
who shall afterwards give Himself to be seen and possessed by 
thee perpetually, now permits Himself to be sometimes tasted, 
that thou mayest learn how sweet He is. This shall console thee 

> ‘ Theologia Germanica," cap. xiv. 
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for His absence and the savour of this gift shall keep thee from 
all despair 

The real distinction between the Illuminative and the Unitive 
Life IS that in Illumination the individuality of the subject — 
however profound his spintual consciousness, however close his 
apparent communion with the Infimte — remains separate and 
intact His heightened apprehension of reahty lights up rather 
than obliterates the rest of his life and may even increase his 
power of deahng adequately with the accidents of normal exis- 
tence Thus Brother Lawrence found that his acute sense of 
reality, his apprehension of the Presence of God, and the resulting 
detachment and consciousness of liberty in regard to mundane 
things, upheld and assisted him in the most unhkely tasks, as. for 
mstance, when he was sent mto Burgundy to buy wine for his 
convent, "which was a very unwelcome task to him, because he 
had no turn for business, and because he was lame, and could not 
go about the boat but by rolling himself over the casks That, 
however, he gave himself no uneasmess about it, nor about the 
purchase of the wme That he said to God, It was Hts business he 
was about and that he afterwards found it very well performed 
... So hkewise in his business in the kitchen, to which he had 
naturally a great aversion 

The mmd, concentrated upon a higher object of interest, is 
undistracted by its own anxieties, likes, or dishkes, and hence 
performs the more efficiently the work that is given it to do 
Where it does not do so, then the normal make-up or imperfect 
disciphne of the subject, rather than its mysticffi proclivities, 
must be blamed St Cathenne of Genoa found in this divine 
companionship the power which made her hospital a success 
St Teresa was an administrator of genius and an admirable 
housewife, and declared that she found her God very easily 
amongst the pots and pans 3 Appearances notwithstanding, Mary 
would probably have been a better cook than Martha, had 
circumstances required of her this form of activity 

In persons of feeble or diffuse intelligence, however, and above 
all in victims of a self-regarding spintuality, this deep absorption 
in the sense of Divine Reahty may easily degenerate into mono- 
ideism Then the "shady side” of Illumination, a selfish preoccupa- 
tion with transcendental joys, the “spiritual gluttony” condemned 
by St John of the Cross, comes out "I made many mistakes," 
says Madame Guyon pathetically, "through allowing myself to 

■ tiugh of St Victor, “De Arrha Animae" (Migne, Patrologia Latina, vol. 
clxxvi ) 

» “The Practice of the Presence of God," Second Conversation. 

3 St Teresa, "Las Fundaciones," cap v p 8. 
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be too much taken up by my mtenor ]oys. . . I used to sit in a 

comer and work, but I could hardly do anything, because the 
strength of this attraction made me let the work fall out of my 
hands I spent hours m this way without being able to open my 
eyes or to know what was happening to me so simply, so peace- 
fully, so gently that sometimes I said to myself, ‘Can heaven itself 
be more peaceful than P’”' 

Here we see Madame Guyon basking like a pious tabby cat in 
the beams of the Uncreated Light, and already leaning to the 
extravagances of Quietism, with its dangerous “double character 
of passivity and beatitude ” The heroic aspect of the mystic 
vocation is in abeyance Those mystical impressions which her 
pecuhar psychic make-up permitted her to receive, have been 
treated as a source of personal and placid satisfactions, not as a 
well-spring, whence new vitality might be drawn for great and self- 
giving activities 

It has been claimed by the early biographers of St Catherine of 
Genoa, that she passed in the crisis of her conversion directly 
through the Purgative to the Unitive Life, and never exhibited 
the characteristics of the Illuminative Way, This has been 
effectually disproved by Baron von Hugel,* though he too is 
inchned in her case to reject the usual sequence of the mystic 
states. Yet the descnption of Cathenne’s condition after her 
four great penitential years were ended, as given in cap vi of 
the "Vita e Dottrma,” is an almost perfect picture of healthy 
illumination of the inward or “immanental” type, and makes an 
effective foil to the passage which I have quoted from Madame 
Guyon’s life 

No doubt there were hours in which St Catherine’s expenence, 
as it were, ran ahead , and she felt herself not merely lit up by the 
Indwelhng Light, but temporally merged in it These moments are 
responsible for such passages as the beautiful fragment in cap v. . 
which does, when taken alone, seem to describe the true unitive 
state "Sometimes,” she said, "I do not see or feel myself to have 
either soul, body, heart, will or taste, or any other thing except 
Pure Love.”3 Her normal condition of consciousness, however, 
was clearly not yet that which Juhan of Norwich calls being 
“oned with bliss”, but rather an intense and continuous com- 
munion with an objective Reality which was clearly realized as 
distinct from herself “After the aforesaid four years,” says the 
next chapter of the “Vita,” "there was given unto her a purified 
mind, free, and filled with God insomuch that no other thing 

* Vie, pt 1 cap XVII 

» “Mystical Element of Religion,” vol 1 p 105 

3 "Vita e Dottrma," loc. nt. 
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could enter into it Thus, when she heard sermons or Mass, so 
much was she absorbed in her interior feelmgs, that she neither 
heard nor saw that which was said or done without But within, 
in the sweet divine light, she saw and heard other things, being 
wholly absorbed by that interior light and it was not in her power 
to act otherwise ” St Cathenne, then, is stiU a spectator of the 
Absolute, does not feel herself to be one with it ' 'And it is a marvel- 
lous thing that with so great an interior recollection, the Lord 
never permitted her to go beyond control But when she was 
needed, she always came to herself so that she was able to reply 
to that which was asked of her and the Lord so guided her, that 
none could complain of her And she had her mind so filled by 
Love Divine, that conversation became hard to her and by this 
continuous taste and sense of God, several times she was so 
greatly transported, that she was forced to hide herself, that she 
might not be seen ” It is clear, however, that Cathenne herself 
was aware of the transitory and imperfect nature of this intensely 
joyous state Her growing transcendental self, unsatisfied with 
the sunshine of the Illuminative Way, the enjoyment of the 
nches of God, already aspired to union with the Divine. With her, 
as with all truly heroic souls, it was love for love, not love for 
joy “She cried to God because He gave her so many consolations, 
‘Non vogho quello che csce da ie, ma sol vogho te, 0 dolce Amore'' 

“Non vogho quello che esce da te ” When the growing soul has 
reached this level of desire, the Illuminative Way is nearly at an 
end It has seen the goal, "that Country which is no mere vision, 
but a home,’’* and is set upon the forward march So Rabia, the 
Moslem saint "0 my God, my concern and my desire in this 
world, IS that I should remember thee above all the things of this 
world, and m the next that out of all who are m that world, I 
should meet with thee alone ”3 So Gertrude More “No knowledge 
which we can here have of thee can satisfy my soul seeking and 
longmg without ceasing after thee. . . Alas, my Lord God, what 
is all thou canst give to a loving soul which sigheth and panteth 
after thee alone, and esteemeth all things as dung that she may gam 
thee? What is all I say, whilst thou givest not thyself, who art 
that one thing which is only necessary and which alone can satisfy 

• “I desire not that which comes forth from Thee, but only I desire Thee O 
sweetest Love l" ("Vita e Dottrina," cap vi ) 

> Aug Conf ,bk vii cap xx Compare St Teresa “Rapture is a great help to 
recognize our true home and to see that we are pilgrims here, it is a great thing 
to see what is gomg on there, and to know where we have to live , for if a person 
has to go and settle m another country, it is a great help to him in undergoing 
the fatigues of his journey that he has discovered it to be a country where he 
may live in the most perfect peace" (Vida, cap xxxvm , § 8), 

3 M Smith, "Rabia the Mystic," p 30. 
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,our souls? Was it any comfort to St Mary Magdalen, when she 
(sought thee, to find two angels which presented themselves 
Instead of thee? venly I cannot think it was any joy unto her For 
that soul that hath set her whole love and desire on thee can never 
iind any true satisfaction but only in thee 

What is the nature of this mysterious mystic illumination? 
Apart from the certitude it imparts, what is the form which it 
most usually assumes in the consciousness of the self ? The lUumina- 
tives seem to assure us that its apparently S 5 mibohc name is 
reaUy descnptive, that they do expenence a kind of radiance, a 
flooding of the personality with new light A new sun rises above 
the horizon, and transfigures their twiht world Over and over 
again they return to hght-imagery in this connection Frequently, 
as in their first conversion, they report an actual and overpowenng 
consciousness of radiant hght, ineffable in its splendour, as an 
accompaniment of their inward adjustment 

"Sopr’ onne lengua amore, 
bontA senza figura, 
lume fuor di mesura 
resplende nel mio core,”* 

sang Jacopone da Todi “Light raie, unteUablei” said Whitman. 
“The flowing light of the Godhead,” said Mechthild of Magdeburg, 
trying to descnbe what it was that made the difference between 
herumverse and that of normal men "Lux vtvens dtcit,” said 
St. Hildegarde of her revelations, which she descnbed as appear- 
ing in a special hght, more brilliant than the bnghtness round the 
sun.3 It IS an “infused bnghtness,” says St Teresa, “a hght which 
knows no night, but rather, as it is always light, nothing ever 
disturbs it "i 

“De subito parve giomo a giomo 
essere aggiunto 

exclaims Dante, initiated into the atmosphere of heaven, “Lume 6 
lassu” IS his constant declaration 

"Cib cb’ 10 dico 6 un semplice lume," 

his last word, in the effort to describe the soul’s apprehension of 
the Being of God 

It really seems as though the mystics' attainment of new levels 
of consciousness did bring with it the power of perceiving a 
splendour always there, but beyond the narrow range of our 
poor sight, to which it is only a “luminous darkness” at the best. 

' “Spmtual Exercises," pp 26 and 174 

* “I^ve above all language, goodness unimagined, light without measure 
shines in my heart" (Jacopone da Xodi Lauda xci ) 

s Pitra, “Analecta S Hildegardis opera," p 332 

t St Teresa, Vida, cap xxvui §§ 7, 8 5 Par 1 61, xxx. 100, xxxiu 90. 
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“In Eternal Nature, or the kingdom of Heaven,” said Law, 
"materiality stands in life and light.”* The cumulative testimony 
on this point is such as would be held to prove, m any other depart- 
ment of knowledge, that there is mdeed an actual light, "lighting 
the very light” and awaiting the recognition of men » 

Consider the accent of realism with which St Augustine speaks 
of his own experience of Platomc contemplation, a passage m 
which we seem to see a born psychologist desperately struggling 
by means of negations to describe an intensely positive state “I 
entered into the secret closet of my soul, led by Thee , and this I 
could do because Thou wast my helper I entered, and beheld with 
the mysterious eye of my soul the Light that never changes, above 
the eye of my soul, above my intelhgence It was not the common 
light which all flesh can see, nor was it greater yet of the same kind, 
as if the light of day were to grow brighter and brighter and 
flood all space. It was not like this, but different altogether 
different from aU such things. Nor was it above my intelligence 
in the same way as oil is above water, or heaven above earth; but 
it was higher because it made me, and I was lower because made 
by it He who knoweth the truth knoweth that Light and who 
knoweth it, knoweth eternity Love knoweth it ”3 
Here, as in the cases of St. Teresa, St. Catherine of Genoa, and 
Jacopone da Todi, we have a characteristically “immanental” 
description of the illuminated state. The self, by the process 
which mystics call “introversion,” the dehberate turning mwards 
of its attention, its conative powers, discerns Reality within the 
heart "the nppling tide of love which flows secretly from God 
into the soul, and draws it mightily back into its source But 
the opposite or transcendental tendency is not less frequent 
The cosmic vision of Infinity, extenor to the subject — ^the expan- 
sive, outgoing movement towards a Divine Light, 

"Che visible face 
lo Creatore a quella creatura, 
che solo in lui vedere ha la sua pace,’’* 


’ “An Appeal to All who Doubt ’’ I give the whole passage below, p eOi 
' It IS, of course, arguable that the whole of this light-imagery is ultimately 
derived from the Prologue of the Fourth Gospel as the imagery of the Spiiitu,il 
Marriage is supposed to bo derived irom the Song of Songs Some hardy com- 
mentators have even found in it evidence of the descent of Christian Mysticism 
from sun-worship (See H F Dunbar, “Symbolism in Mediaeval Thought” ) But it 
must be remembered that mystics are essentially realists, always seeking for 
language adequate to their vision of truth hence their adoption of this imageiy 
IS most simply explained by the fact that it represents something which they 
know and are struggling to describe 
3 Aug Conf , bk vii cap x 
1 Mechthild of Magdeburg, op at , pt vii 45 

< Par XXX 100, “Which make' visible the Creator to that creature who only 
in beholding Him finds its peace ” 
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wholly other than anything the earth-born creature can conceive — 
the strange, formless absorption m the Divine Dark to which the 
soul IS destmed to ascend — ^all these modes of perception are equally 
characteristic of the lUummative Way As in conversion, so here. 
Reality may be apprehended in either transcendent or immanent, 
positive or negative terms It is both near and far, "closer to us 
than our most inward part, and higher than our highest" ,i and 
for some selves that which is far is easiest to find To a certamtype 
of mmd, the veritable practice of the Presence of God is not the 
intimate and adorable companionship of the personal Comrade 
or the Inward Light, but the awestruck contemplation of the 
Absolute, the "naked Godhead," source and ongin of all that Is. 
It IS an ascent to the supernal plane of perception, where “the 
simple, absolute and unchangeable mysteries of heavenly Truth 
he hidden m the dazzling obscurity of the secret Silence, out- 
shining all brilhance with the intensity of their darkness, and 
snrchargmg our blmded mtellects with the utterly impalpable 
and invisible fairness of glories which exceed aU beauty 

With such an experience of eternity, such a vision of the triune 
all-including Absolute which "bmds the Universe with love,” 
Dante ends his "Divine Comedy" and the mystic ]oy with which 
its memory fills him is his guarantee that he has really seen the 
Inviolate Rose, the flaming heart of thmgs 

"O abbondante grazia, ond’ 10 presunsi 
ficcar lo viso per la luce etema, 
tanto che la veduta vi consunsi ' 

Nel suo profondo vidi che s’ interna, 
legato con amore in un volume, 
ci6 che per I’umverso si squadema, 

Sustanzia ed accidenti, e lor costume, 
quasi conflati insieme per tal modo, 
che C16 ch’ 10 dico 6 un semplice lume. 

La forma umversal di questo nodo 

credo ch’ 10 vidi, perchfe piu di largo, 
dicendo questo, nu sento ch' 10 godo. 

O, quanto i corto il dire, e come fioco 

al mio concetto ' e questo, a quel ch’ 10 vidi, 
d tanto che non basta a dicer poco 
O luce eterna, che sola in te sidi, 
sola t’ intendi, e, da te mtelletta 
ed mtendente te, ami ed amdi i 

‘ Aug Conf , bk 111 cap 6 

* Dionysius the Areopagite, “De Mystica Xheologia," 1 i (Roll's tianslation.) 

3 Par xxxm 82, 121 — 

“O grace aboundmgl wherein I presumed to fix my gaze on the eternal light, 
so long that I consumed my sight thereon I 

In its depths I saw ingathered the scattered leaves of the umverse, bound into 
one book by love. [Jfolt continued over. 
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In Dante, the transcendent and impersonal aspect of illumina- 
tion IS seen in its most exalted form It seems at first sight almost 
impossible to find room within the same system for this expansive 
vision of the Undifferentiated Light and such intimate and personal 
apprehensions of Deity as Lady Julian’s conversations with her 
“courteous and dearworth}? Lord,” or St Catherine’s companion- 
ship with Love Divine Yet aU these are really reports of the same 
psychological state describe the attainment by selves of different 
types, of the same stage m the soul’s progressive apprehension of 
reality 

In a wonderful passage, umque m the literature of mysticism, 
Angela of Fohgno has reported the lucid vision in which she 
perceived this truth the twofold revelation of an Absolute at 
once humble and omnipotent, personal and transcendent — the 
unimaginable synthesis of “unspeakable power” and “deep 
humihty.” 

“The eyes of my soul were opened, and I beheld the plenitude 
of God, wherein I did comprehendthe whole world, both here and 
beyond the sea, and the abyss and ocean and all things In all 
these things I beheld naught save the divine power, in a manner 
assuredly indescribable, so that through excess of marveUmg the 
soul cried with a loud voice, saying ‘This whole world is full of 
God'’i Wherefore I now comprehended how small a thing is the 
whole world, that is to say both here and beyond the seas, the 
abyss, the ocean, and all things ; and that the Power of God exceeds 
and fills all Then He said unto me. T have shown thee something 
of My Power,' and I understood, that after this I should better 
understand the rest He then said ‘Behold now My humihty ’ 
Then was I given an insight into the deep humihty of God towards 
man And comprehending that unspeakable power and beholding 
that deep humihty, my soul marvelled greatly, and did esteem 
itself to be nothing at aU 

It must never be forgotten that aU apparently one-sided 
descriptions of illumination — ^more, all experiences of it — are 
governed by temperament “That Light whose smile kindles the 
Universe” is ever the same, but the self through whom it passes. 

Substance and accidents, and their relations as if fused together in such a 
manner that what I tell of is a simple light 

And I believe that I saw the universal form of this complexity, because, as I 
say this, I feel that I rejoice more deeply 

Oh, but how scant the speech and how faint to my concept ' and that to what I 
saw is such, that it suffices not to call it ‘little ’ 

O Light Eternal, Who only in Thyself abidest, only Thyself dost comprehend, ^ 
and, of Thyself comprehended and Thyself comprehending, dost love and smile'" 

* The Latin is more vivid “Est iste mundus pregnans de Deo " 

> Ste Angile de Fohgno, “Le Livre de I’Expfenence des Vrais Fiddles,” p 124 
(English translation, p. 172) 
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and by whom we must receive its report, has already submitted to 
the mouldmg influences of environment and heredity, Church and 
State. The very language of which that self avails itself m its 
struggle for expression, links it with half a hundred philosophies 
and creeds The response which it makes to Divine Love will be 
the same in type as the response which its nature would make to 
earthly love but raised to the «th degree. We, receiving the revela- 
tion, receive with it all those elements which the subject has con- 
tributed in spite of itself Hence the soul’s apprehension of Divine 
Reality may take almost any form, from the metaphysical 
ecstasies which we find m Dionysius, and to a less degree in St. 
Augustine, to the simple, almost "common-sense" statements of 
Brother Lawrence, the emotional ardours of St Gertrude, or the 
lovely intimacies of Julian or Mechthild 

Sometimes — so rich and vaned does the nature of the great 
mystic tend to be — the exalted and impersonal language of the 
Dionysian theology goes, with no sense of incongruity, side by 
side with homely parallels drawn from the most sweet and com- 
mon mcidents of daily life Suso, m whom illummation and 
purgation existed side by side for sixteen years, alternately obtam- 
mg possession of the mental field, and whose oscillations between 
the harshest mortification and the most ecstatic pleasure-states 
were exceptionally violent and swift, is a characteristic instance 
of such an attitude of mind His illumination was largely of the 
intimate and immanental type , but, as we might expect in a pupil 
of Eckhart, it was not without touches of mystical transcendence, 
which break out with sudden splendour side by side with those 
tender and charming passages in which the Servitor of the Eternal 
Wisdom tries to tell his love 

Thus, he describes m one of the earlier chapters of his life how 
“whilst he was thinking, according to his custom, of the most 
lovable Wisdom, he questioned himself, and mteirogated his 
heart, which sought persistently for love, saying, '0 my heart, 
whence comes this love and grace, whence comes this gentleness 
and beauty, this ]oy and sweetness of the heart ? Does not aU this 
flowforthfrom the Godhead, as from its origin ? Come ' let my heart, 
my senses and my soul immerse themselves in the deep Abyss 
whence come these adorable thmgs What shall keep me back? 
To-day I will embrace you, even as my burning heart desires to 
do ' And at this moment theie was within his heart as it were an 
emanation of all good , all that is beautiful, all that is lovable and 
desirable was there spiritually present, and this in a manner which 
cannot be expressed Whence came the habit that every time he 
heard God’s praises sung or SEud, he recollected himself in the 
depths of his heart and soul, and thought on that Beloved Object, 
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whence comes all love It is impossible to tell how often, with 
eyes filled with tears and open heart, he has embraced his sweet 
Friend, and pressed Him to a heart overflowing with love He was 
hke a baby which a mother holds upright on her knees, support- 
ing it with her hands beneath its arms The baby, by the move- 
ments of its little head, and all its httle body, tries to get closer 
and closer to its dear mother, and shows by its little laughing 
gestures the gladness m its heart Thus did the heart of the 
Servitor ever seek the sweet neighbourhood of the Divine 
Wisdom, and thus he was as it were altogether filled with 
dehght 

2 The Illuminated Vision of the World 

Closely connected with the sense of the "Presence of God,” 
or power of perceiving the Absolute, is the complementary mark 
of the illuminated consciousness, the vision of "a new heaven and 
a new earth,” or an added significance and reality in the phenom- 
enal world Such words as those of Juhan, "God is all thmg that 
is good as to my sight, and the goodness that all thing hath, it is 
He,"* seem to supply the link between the two. Here again we 
must distinguish carefully between vaguely poetic language — 
"the hght that never was," "every common bush afire with God” — 
and descnptions which can be referred to a concrete and definite 
psychological experience This expenence, at its best, balances 
and completes the experience of the Presence of God at its best 
That IS to say, its "note” is sacramental, not ascetic It entails 
the expansion rather than the concentration of consciousness; 
the discovery of the Perfect One self-revealed in the Many, 
not the forsakmg of the Many m order to find the One Its 
characteristic expression is — 

"The World is charged with the grandeur of God, 

It will flame out, like shinmg from shook foil," 

not "turn thy thoughts into thy own soul, where He is hid ” It 
takes, as a rule, the form of an enhanced mental lucidity — an 
abnormal sharpening of the senses — whereby an ineffable radiance, 
a beauty and a reality never before suspected, are perceived by 
a sort of clairvoyance shining m the meanest things 

‘ 'From the moment m which the soul has received the impression 
of Deity in infused orison,” says Malaval, "she sees Him every- 
where, by one of love’s secrets which is only known of those who 
have expenenced it The simple vision of pure love, which is 

• Suso, Lcben, cap iv 
’ “Revelations," cap viii 
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marvellously penetrating, does not stop at the outer husk of 
creation' it penetrates to the divimty which is hidden within 

Thus Browning makes David declare — 

"T but open my eyes, — and perfection, no more and no less. 

In the kind I imagined full-fronts me, and God is seen God 
In the star, m the stone, in the desh, in the soul and the clod 

Blake’s “To see a world in a gram of sand,” Tennyson’s "Flower 
in the crannied wall,” Vaughan’s “Each bush and oak doth know 
I AM,” and the like, are exact though over-quoted reports of 
"thmgs seen” in this state of consciousness, this “simple vision of 
pure love” • the value of which is summed up in Eckhart’s profound 
sa5nng, “The meanest thing that one knows in God — ^for instance, 
if one could understand a flower as it has its Being in God — ^this 
would be a higher thing than the whole world i ”3 Mystical poets 
of the type of Wordsworth and Walt Whitman seem to possess 
m a certain degree this form of illumination It is this which 
Bucke, the Amencan psychologist, analysed under the name of 
"Cosmic Consciousness ”4 It is seen at its full development m 
the mystical experiences of Boehme, Fox, and Blake 

We will take first the experience of Jacob Boehme, a mystic 
who owed little or nothing to the influence of tradition, and who 
furnishes one of the best recorded all-round examples of mystical 
iUummation; exhibitmg, along with an acute consciousness of 
divine companionship, all those phenomena of visual lucidity, 
automatism, and enhanced intellectual powers which properly 
belong to it, but are seldom developed simultaneously m the same 
individual 

In Boehme’s life, as described m the Introduction to the English 
translation of his collected works ,5 there were three distinct onsets 
of illumination ; all of the pantheistic and external type In the 
first, which seems to have happened whilst he was very young, we 
are told that “he was surrounded by a divine Light for seven days, 
and stood in the highest contemplation and Kingdom of Joy ” 
This we may perhaps identify with mystical awakenmg, of 
the kmd experienced by Suso About the year 1600 occurred the 
second illumination, mitiated by a trance-hke state of conscious- 
ness, the result of gazing at a pohshed disc To this I have already 
referred.® This experience brought with it that peculiar and lucid 

* Malaval, “De I'Oraison Ordinaire" (“La Pratique de la Vraye Th€ologie 
Mystique," vol i p 342) » “Saul," xvu 

3 Meister Eckhart (“Mysfasche Schrtften," p 137) 

4 Vide supra, Pt II Cap II , the cases of Rich^d Jefieries, Brother Laivrence, 
and others 

5 The Works of Jacob Boehme, 4 vols , 1764, vol 1, pp xu , etc. 

‘ Supra, p 58 
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vision of the inner reality of the phenomenal world in which, as 
he says, “he looked into the deepest foundations of things " “He 
believed that it was only a fancy, and in order to banish it from 
his mind he went out upon the green But here he remarked that 
he gazed into the very heart of thmgs, the very herbs and grass, 
and that actual Nature harmomzed with what he had inwardly 
seen.’’i Of this same experience and the clairvoyance which 
accompanied it, another biographer says, “Going abroad in the 
fields to a green before Neys Gate, at Gorlitz, he there sat down, 
and, viewing the herbs and grass of the field in his inward light, 
he saw into their essences, use and properties, which were dis- 
covered to him by their lineaments, figures and signatures 
In the unfolding of these mysteries before his understanding, he 
had a great measure of ]oy, yet returned home and took care of 
his family and hved m great peace and silence, scarce intimating 
to any these wonderful things that had befallen him.”* 

So far as we can tell from his own scattered statements, from 
this time onwards Boehme must have enjoyed a frequent and 
growing consciousness of the transcendental world though there 
IS evidence that he, like all other mystics, knew seasons of darkness, 
“many a shrewd Repulse,” and times of struggle with that “power- 
ful contrarium” the lower consciousness In 1610 — perhaps as 
the result of such intermittent struggles — ^the vivid illumination 
of ten years before was repeated m an enhanced form and it was 
in consequence of this, and m order that there might bo some 
record of the mysteries upon which he had gazed, that he wrote 
his first and most difficult book, the “Aurora,” or “Morning 
Redness ” The passage m which the “inspired shoemaker” has 
tried to tell us what his vision of Reahty was like, to communicate 
something of the grave and enthusiastic travail of his being, the 
unspeakable knowledge of things which he attained, is one of those 
which arouse in all who have even the rudiments of mystical 
perception the sorrow and excitement of exiles who suddenly 
hear the accents of home Like absolute music, it addresses itself 
to the whole being, not merely to the intellect Those who will 
listen and be receptive will find themselves repaid by a strange 
sense of extended life, an exhilarating consciousness of truth. 
Here, if ever, is a man who is struggling to “speak as he saw” . 
and it IS plain that he saw much — ^as much, perhaps, as Dante, 
though he lacked the poetic genius which was needed to give his 
vision an intelligible form The very strangeness of the phrasing, 
the unexpected harmonics and dissonances which worry polite 

“ Martensen, “Jacob Boehmo," p 7. 

* “Life of Jacob Boehme," pp xm and xiv m vol i. of his Collected Works, 
English translation 
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and well-regulated minds, are earnests of the Spirit of Life crying 
out for expression from withm Boehme, like Blake, seems "drunk 
with intellectual vision” — "a God-intoxicated man ” 

“In this my earnest and Christian Seekmg and Desire," he says, 
"(wherem I suffered many a shrewd Repulse, but at last resolved 
rather to put myself in Hazard, than give over and leave off) the 
Gate was opened to me, that m one Quarter of an Hour I saw and 
knew more than if I had been many years together at an University, 
at which I exceedingly admired, and thereupon turned my Praise 
to God for it For I saw and knew the Being of all Beings, the 
Byss and the Abyss, and the Eternal Generation of the Holy 
Trinity, the Descent and Original of the World, and of all creatures 
through the Divine Wisdom knew and saw in myself aU the three 
Worlds, namely. The Divine, angelical and paradisical, and the 
dark World, the Original of the Nature to the Fire, and then, 
thirdly, the external and visible World, being a Procreation or 
external Birth from both the internal and spiritual Worlds And 
I saw and knew the whole working Essence m the Evil and the 
Good, and the Original and Existence of each of them , and like- 
wise how the fruitful bearmg Womb of Eternity brought forth . . . 
Yet however I must begin to labour in these great mystenes, as 
a Child that goes to School I saw it as in a great Deep in the In- 
ternal For I had a thorough view of the Universe, as in a Chaos, 
wherem aU thmgs are couched and wrapped up, but it was impos- 
sible for me to explam the same Yet it opened itself to me, from 
Time to Time, as m a Y oung Plant , though the same was with me 
for the space of twelve years, and as it was as it were breeding, 
and I found a powerful Instigation within me, before I could 
bnng it forth into external Form of Writing’ and whatever I could 
apprehend with the external Prmciple of my mind, that I wrote 
down."* 

Close to this lucid vision of the reality of thmgs — this sudden 
ghmpse of the phenomenal m the light of the intelhgible world — 
is George Fox's experience at the age of twenty-four, as recorded 
in his Journal » Here, as m Boehme’s case, it is clear that a previous 
and regrettable acquaintance with the "doctnne of signatures” 
has to some extent determined the language and symbols under 
which he describes his intuitive vision of actuality as it exists 
in the Divine Mind 

“Now was I come up m spirit through the flaming sword into 
the Paradise of God All things were new and all the creation 
gave another smell unto me than before, beyond what words can 
utter. . . . The creation was opened to me , and it was showed me 
how all thmgs had their names given them, accordmg to their 
• op, at , p. XV. > Vol. 1. cap u. 

S 
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nature and virtue And I was at a stand in my mind whether I 
should practise physic for the good of mankind, seeing the nature 
and virtue of the creatures were so opened to me by the Lord . 
Great thmgs did the Lord lead me unto, and wonderful depths 
were opened unto me beyond what can by words be declared, 
but as people come into subjection to the Spirit of God, and grow 
up m the image and power of the Almighty, they may receive the 
word of wisdom that opens aU thmgs, and come to know the hidden 
unity in the Eternal Being ” 

“To know the hidden unity in the Eternal Bemg" — knoi\ it 
with an mvulnerable certamty, m the aU-embracmg act of con- 
sciousness with which we are aware of the personality of those we 
truly love — ^is to live at its fullest the Illummated Life, enjoying 
"all creatures in God and God m all creatures.” Lucidity of this 
sort seemes to be an enormously enhanced form of the poetic 
consciousness of “otherness” in natural things — ^the sense of a 
unity m separateness, a mighty and actual Life beyond that which 
eye can see, a glorious reality shinmg through the phenomenal veil 
— ^frequent in those temperaments which are at one with life 
The self then becomes conscious of the living reahty of that World 
of Becoming, the vast arena of the Divinfe creativity, in which 
the httle individual life is immersed. Alike in howling gale and 
singing cricket it hears the crymg aloud of that “Word which is 
through aU things everlastingly ” It participates, actively and 
open-eyed, in the mighty journey of the Son towards the Father’s 
heart: and seeing with purged sight all thmgs and creatures 
,as they are in that transcendent order, detects m them too that 
strivmg of Creation to return to its centre which is the secret of 
the Umverse. 

A harmony is thus set up between the mystic and Life in aU its 
forms Undistracted by appearance, he sees, feels, and knows it in 
one piercing act of lovmg comprehension "And the bodily sight 
stinted,” says Julim, “but the spintual sight dwelled m mine 
understandmg, and I abode with reverent dread joymg m that 1 
saw.”^ The heart outstrips the clumsy senses, and sees — ^perhaps 
for an mstant, perhaps for long periods of bliss — an undistorted 
and more veritable world All thmgs are perceived m the light of 
chanty, and hence under the aspect of beauty for beauty is simply 
Reahty seen with the eyes of love As m the case of another and 
more beatific Vision, essere in caritate h qui necesse » For such a 
reverent and joyous sight the meanest accidents of hfe are radiant 
The London streets are paths of loveliness, the very omnibuses 
look like coloured archangels, their laps filled full of httle tiustful 
souls. 


‘ "Revelations," cap viii 


> Par iii. 77 



THE ILLUMINATION OF THE SELF 


259 

Often when we blame our artists for paintmg ugly thmgs, they 
are but striving to show us a beauty to which we are blind They 
have gone on ahead of us, and attained that state of "fourfold 
vision” to which Blake laid claim; m which the visionary sees the 
whole visible universe transfigured, because he has “put off the 
rotten rags of sense and memory." and "put on Imagmation un- 
corrupt. In this state of lucidity symbol and reality. Nature and 
Imagmation, are seen to be One and in it are produced all the 
more sublime works of art, since these owe their greatness to the 
impact of Reahty upon the artistic mmd "I know,” says Blake 
again, "that this world is a world of imagination and vision. I see 
everythmg I paint in this world, but everybody does not see alike 
To the eye of a miser a guinea is far more beautiful than the sun, 
and a bag worn with the use of money has more beautiful pro- 
portions than a vine filled with grapes The tree which moves some 
to tears of ]oy is in the eyes of others only a green thing which 
stands in the way. Some see Nature aU ndicule and deformity, and 
by these I shall not regulate my proportions; and some scarce 
see Nature at all "But to the eyes of the man of imagination. 
Nature is Imagmation itself. As a man is, so he sees As the eye 
is formed, such are its powers. You certamly mistake, when you 
say that the visions of fancy are not to be found in this world 
To me this world is aU one contmued vision of fancy or imagma- 
tion, and I feel flattered when I am told so.”* _ 

If the Mystic Way be considered a.s^n o^anic process of tran- 
scendence, ^s illuminated apprehension of thmgsyNthis cleansing 
of the doors of perception^is surely what we might expect to 
occur as man moves towafds higher centres of consciousness It 
marks the self's growth towards free and conscious participation m 
the Absolute Life; its progressive appropriation of that life by means 
of the contact which exists m the deeps of man's being — ^the ground 
or spark of the soul — between the subject and the transcendental 
world. The surface intelligence, purified from the domina- 
tion of the senses, is invaded more and more by the transcendent 
personality; the "New Man” who is by nature a denizen of the 
independent spiritual world, and whose destiny, in mystical 
language, is a "return to his Origin ” Hence an inflow of new 
vit^ty, a deeper and wider apprehension of the mysterious world 
in which man finds himself, an exaltation of his intuitive powers. 

In such moments of clear sight and enhanced perception as 
that which Blake and Boehme describe, the mystic and the artist 
do riially see sub specie aeternitatis the Four-fold River of Life — 
that World of Becoming m which, as Erigena says, “Every visible 
and 1 ivisible creature is a theophany or appearance of God” — 

* “X etters of William Blake," p. iii. * Op eil , p. 62. 
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as all perhaps might see it. if prejudice, selfhood, or other illusion 
did not distort our sight From this loving vision there comes very 
often that beautiful sympathy with, that abnormal power over, 
all h\Tng natural thmgs, which crops up again and agam m the 
hves of the mystical saints , to amaze the sluggish mmds of common 
men, barred by "the torrent of Use and Wont”^ from all free and 
deep communion alike with their natural and supernatural origin 
Yet it IS surely not very amazing that St Francis of Assisi, 
feehng and knowing — ^not merely "believmg” — ^that every living 
creature was veritably and actually a "theophany or appearance 
of God,” should have been acutely conscious that he shared with 
these brothers and sisters of his the great and lovely life of the 
All. Nor, this bemg so, can we justly regard him as eccentric 
because he acted m accordance wnth his convictions, preached to 
his little sisters the birds,* availed himself of the kindly offices of 
the falcon,3 enjoyed the friendship of the pheasant,^ soothed the 
captured turtledoves, his "simple-minded sisters, innocent and 
chaste, ”5 or persuaded his Brother Wolf to a better life * 

The true mystic, so often taunted with "a denial of the world,” 
does but deny the narrow and artificial world of self and finds 
lin exchange the secrets of that mighty universe which he shares 
with Nature and with God Strange contacts, unknown to those 
who only lead the hfe of sense, are set up between his being and 
the being of aU other things In that remakmg of his consciousness 
which follows upon the "mj'stical awakerang,” the deep and primal 
life w hich he shares with all creation has been roused from its sleep 
'Hence the bamer between human and non-human life, which 
makes man a stranger on earth as well as in heaven, is done aw'ay 
Life now whispers to his life* all thmgs are his mtimates, and 
respond to his fraternal sympathy. 

Thus It seems quite a simple and natural thing to the Little 
Poor Man ot Assisi, w’hose friend the pheasant preferred his cell 
to "the haunts more natural to its state,” that he should be 
ambassador from the terrified folk of Gubbio to his formidable 
brother the Wolf. The result of the mterview, reduced to ordmary 
language, could be paralleled m the experience of many persons 
who have possessed this strange and incommunicable pow'er over 
animal hfe. 

"0 wondrous thuigi whenas St Francis had made the sign of 
the' Cross, nght so the terrible w'olf shut his jaws and stayed his 
runnmg: and when he was bid, came gently as a lamb and laid 

' Aug Conf.bk i cap xvi > “Fioreth.” capjMv 

3 Ibid , “Delle Istunate," 2 . and Thomas ot Celano, Vita Secunda, cao/cwin 
« Thomas of Celano, op cit , cap cxxix 

5 "Fioretti." cap xxu ‘ Ibid , c^ 
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Viim down at the feet of St. Francis . . And St Francis stretching 
forth his hand to take pledge of his troth, the wolf lifted up his 
right paw before him and laid it gently on the hand of St Francis, 
giving thereby such sign of good faith as he was able Then quoth 
St. Francis,VBrother Wolf, I bid thee in the name of Jesu Christ 
come now with me, nothing doubtmg, and let us go stabhsh this 
peace in God's name ’ And the wolf obedient set forth with him, 
in fashion as a gentle lamb , whereat the townsfolk made mighty 
marvel, beholding . . And thereafter this same wolf lived two 

years in Agobio , and went hke a tame beast in and out the houses 
from door to door, without domg hurt to any, or any doing -hurt 
to him, and was courteously nourished by the people , and as he 
passed thus wise through the country and the houses, never did 
any dog bark behind him At length after a two years space, 
brother wolf died of old age whereat the townsfolk sorely grieved, 
sith markmg him pass so gently through the city, they minded 
them the better of the virtue and the sanctity of St Francis 

In another mystic, less familiar than St Francis to English 
readers — Rose of Lima, the Peruvian saint — ^this deep sympathy 
with natural things assumed a particularly lovely form To St 
Rose the whole world was a holy fairyland, in which it seemed 
to her that every living thing turned its face towards Eternity and 
joined in her adoration of God It is said in her biography that 
"when at sunrise, she passed through the garden to go to her 
retreat, she called upon nature to praise with her the Author of 
all things. Then the trees were seen to bow as she passed by, and 
clasp their leaves together, making a harmonious sound The 
flowers swayed upon their stalks, and opened their blossoms 
that they might scent the air, thus according to their manner 
praismg God At the same time the birds began to sing, and came 
and perched upon the hands and shoulders of Rose The insects 
greeted her with a joyous murmur, and all which had life and move- 
ment joined in the concert of praise she addressed to the Lord 

Again — ^and here we catch an echo of the pure Franciscan spirit, 
the gaiety of the Troubadours of God — during her last Lent, "each 
evening at sunset a little bu-d with an enchanting voice came and 
perched upon a tree beside her window, and waited till she gave the 
sign to him to sing Rose, as soon as she saw her little feathered 
chorister, made herself ready to sing the praises of God, and 
challenged the bird to this musical duel in a song which she had 

' “Fioretti," cap xxi (Arnold's translation) Perhaps I may be allowed to 
remind the incredulous reader that the discovery of a large wolf's skull in Gubbio, 
close to the spot m which Brother Wolf is said to have lived in a cave for two 
years after his taming by the Saint, has done something to vmdicate the truth 
of this beautiful story 

• De Bussierre, “Le Perou et Ste Rose de Lime,” p 256, 
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composed for this purpose ‘Begm, dear httle bird,' she said, ‘begm 
thy lovely song' Let thy httle throat, so full of sweet melodies, 
pour them forth ; that together we may praise the Lord. Thou dost 
praise thy Creator, I my sweet Saviour: thus we together bless the 
Deity Open thy little beak, begm and I will follow thee and our 
voices shall blend m a song of holy ]oy ’ 

“At once the httle bird began to sing, running through his 
scale to the highest note. Then he ceased, that the saint might 
sing in her turn . thus did they celebrate the greatness of God, 
turn by turn, for a whole hour; and with such perfect order, that 
when the bird sang Rose said nothing, and when she sang in her 
turn the bird was sdent, and hstened to her with a marvellous 
attention At last, towards the sixth hour, the samt dismissed him, 
sa5nng, ‘Go, my little chonster, go, fly far away. But blessed be 
my God who never leaves me !’ 

The mystic whose illummation takes such forms as these, who 
feels with this intensity and closeness the bond of love which 
"binds m one book the scattered leaves of aU the universe," dwells 
in a world unknown to other men. He pierces the veil of imperfec- 
tion, and beholds Creation with the Creator’s eye. The “Pattern is 
shown him in the Mount ” “The whole consciousness,” says 
Recdjac, “is flooded with light to unknown depths, under the 
gaze of love, from which nothing escapes. In this stage, intensity 
of vision and sureness of judgment are equal and the tbmgs which 
the seer brmgs back with him when he returns to common life are 
not merely partial impressions, or the separate knowledge of 
'science' or 'poetry.' They are rather truths which embrace the 
world, life and conduct in a word, the whole consciousness ”* 

It IS curious to note m those diagrams of experience which we 
have inherited from the more clear-sighted philosophers and seers, 
indications that they have enjoyed prolonged or transitory periods 
of this higher consciousness , described by Recejac as the marriage 
of imaginative vision with moral transcendence I thmk it at least a 
reasonable supposition that Plato's doctrine of Ideas owed some- 
thing to an mtuition of this kind , for a philosophy, though it may 
claim to be the child of pure reason, is usually found to owe its dis- 
tinctive character to the philosopher’s psychological experience 
The Platonic statements as to the veritable existence of the Idea of 
a house, a table, or a bed, and other such concrete and pi actical 
applications of the doctrine of the ideal, which have annoyed 
many metaphysicians, become exphcable on such a psychological 
basis. That illuminated vision m which “all things are made new” 
can afford to embrace the homeliest as well as the sublunest things, 

» De Bussierre, "Le Pfrou et Ste Rose de Lime,” p 415. 

• ‘ Fondements de la Connaissance Mystique," p 113. 
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/ and, as a matter of experience, it does do this, seemg all objects, 
I as Monet saw the hayrick, as "modes of light ” Blake said that his 
cottage at Felpham was a shadow of the angels’ houses, ^ and 1 
have already referred to the converted Methodist who saw his 
horses and hogs on the ideal plane ® 

Again, when Plotinus, who is known to have experienced 
ecstatic states, speaks with the assurance of an explorer of an 
“inteUigible world," and asks us, "What other fire could be a 
better image of the fire which is there, than the fire which is here ? 
Or what other earth than this, of the earth which is there?”! we 
seem to detect behind the language of Neoplatonic philosophy 
a hint of the same type of first-hand experience The minds to 
whom we owe the Hebrew Kabalah found room for it too in their 
diagram of the soul’s ascent towards Reality The first "Sephira" 
above Malkuth, the World of Matter, or lowest plane upon that 
Tree of Life which is formed by the ten emanations of the Godhead, 
is, they say, "Yesod,” the "archetypal universe ’’ In this are con- 
tained the reahties, patterns, or Ideas, whose shadows constitute 
the world of appearance m which we dwell The path of the ascend- 
ing soul upon the Tree of Life leads him first from Malkuth to 
Yesod :t e , human consciousness m the course of its transcendence 
passes from the normal illusions of men to a deeper perception of 
its environment — a perception which is symbolized by the "arche- 
typal plane’’ or world of Platonic Ideas "Everjdhmg in temporal 
nature,” says William Law, "is descended out of that which is 
eternal, and stands as a palpable visible outbirth of it, so when 
we know how to separate the grossness, death, and darkness of 
time from it, we find what it is in its eternal state. ... In Eternal 
Nature, or the Kmgdom of Heaven, materiality stands m hfe 
and hght; it is the light’s glorious Body, or that garment where- 
with light IS clothed, and therefore has all the properties of light 
in it, and only differs from hght as it is its brightness and beauty, 
as the holder and displayer of aU its colours, powers, and virtues ”* 
When Law wrote this, he may have believed that he was inter- 
preting to English readers the unique message of his master, 
Jacob Boehme. As a matter of fact he was reiterating truths 
which a long line of practical mystics had been crymg for centuries 
into the deaf ears of mankind. He was sajnng m the eighteenth 
century what Gregory of Nyssa had said in the fourth and Erigena 
in the ninth, teUmg the secret of that "Inviolate Rose” 
which can never be profaned because it can only be seen with the 
eyes of love 

• Letters, p 75 • Vtde supra, p. 192 s Ennead u 9 4. 

4 “An Appeal to All who Doubt" (Liberal and Mystical Wntings of William 
Law, p 52). 
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That serene and illummated consciousness of the relation of 
things inward and outward — of the Hidden Treasure and its 
Casket, the energizing Absolute and its expression in Time and 
Space — ^which we have been studying in this chapter, is at its 
best a state of fine equilibrium, a sane adjustment of the inner 
and outer life By that synthesis of love and will which is the 
secret of the heart, the mystic achieves a level of perception in 
which the whole world is seen and known in God, and God is seen 
and known in the whole world It is a state of exalted emotion 
being produced by love, of necessity it produces love m its turn 
The sharp division between its mlookmg and outlookmg forms 
which I have adopted for convemence of description, is seldom 
present to the minds which achieve it They, "cleansed, fed, and 
sanctified,” are mitiated into a spiritual universe where such 
clumsy distmctions have little meaning All is alike part of the 
“new life” of peaceful charity and that progressive abolition of 
selfhood which is of the essence of mystical development, is alone 
enough to prevent them from drawing a line between the inward 
personal companionship and outward impersonal apprehension of 
the Real True lUummation, like all real and vital expenence, con- 
sists rather m the breathing of a certain atmosphere, the living at 
certain levels of consciousness, than in the acquirement of specific 
information It is, as it were, a resting-place upon "the steep stair- 
way of love”, where the self turns and sees all about it a trans- 
figured universe, radiant with that same Light Divine which 
nests in its own heart and leads it on 

“When man’s desires are fixed immovably on his Maker as far 
as for deadlmess and corruption of the flesh he is let,” says Rolle 
of the purified soul which has attained the illuminated state, 
"then it IS no marvel that his strength manly using, first as it were 
heaven being opened, with his understanding he beholds high 
heavenly citizens , and afterwards sweetest heat, as it were burning 
fire, he feels Then with marvellous sweetness he is taught, and so 
forth in songful noise he is joyed This, therefore, is perfect charity, 
which no man knows but he that hath it took And he that it has 
taken, it never leaves sweetly he lives and sickerly he shall die 

Sweetly, it IS true, the illummated mystic may live, but not, 
as some think, placidly Enlightenment is a symptom of growth 
and growth is a living process, which knows no rest The spirit, 
indeed, is invaded by a heavenly peace , but it is the peace, not of 
idleness, but of ordered activity "A rest most busy,” in Hilton’s 
words a progressive appropnation of the Divine The urgent push 
of an indwellmg spirit, aspiring to its home in the heart of Reality, 
is felt more and more, as the invasion of the normal consciousness 
• Rolle, “The Fire of Love," bk i cap xix. 
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by the transcendental personality — the growth of the New Man — 
proceeds towards its term 

Therefore the great seekers for reality are not as a rule long 
delayed by the exalted ]oys of Illumination Intensely aware now 
of the Absolute Whom they adore, they are aware too that though 
known He is unachieved Even whilst they enjoy the rapture of 
the Dmne Presence — of life m a divine, ideal world — somethmg, 
they feel, makes default Sol vogho Te, 0 dolce Amore Hence for 
them that which they now en]oy, and which passes the understand- 
ing of other men, is not a static condition , often it coexists with 
that travail of the heart which Tauler has called “stormy love.” 
The greater the mystic, the sooner he realizes that the Heavenly 
Manna which has been administered to him is not yet That with 
which the angels are full fed Nothing less will do and for him the 
progress of illumination is a progressive consciousness that he is 
destined not for the sunny shores of the spiritual universe, but 
for "the vast and stormy sea of the divine ” 

"Here,” says Ruysbroeck of the soul which has been lit by the 
Uncreated Light, “there begins an eternal hunger, which shall 
never more be satisfied It is the inward craving and hankenng of 
the affective power and created spirit after an Uncreated Good, 
And as the spirit longs for fruition, and is invited and urged thereto 
by God, she must always desire to attain it Behold* here begin 
an eternal cravmg and continual yearning in eternal insatiableness ! 
These men are poor indeed for they are hungry and greedy, and 
their hunger is insatiable * Whatsoever they eat and dnnk they 
shall never be satisfied, for this hunger is eternal . Here are 
great dishes of food and drink, of which none know but those 
who taste them, but full satisfaction m fruition is the one dish 
that lacks them, and this is why their hungei is ever renewed 
Nevertheless m this contact nvers of honey full of aU delight flow 
forth, for the spirit tastes these riches under every mode that it 
can conceive or apprehend But all this is according to the manner 
of the creatures, and is below God and hence there remains an 
eternal hunger and impatience If God gave to such a man all 
the gifts which all the saints possess, and all that He is able to 
give, but without giving Himself, the craving desire of the spint 
would remain hungry and unsatisfied 

I “De Ornatu Spintahum Nuptiarum," 1 ii cap liii 
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This 15 a controversial subject — Ratioiialisin and Orthodoxy — Both extreme 
in their conclusions — lateral interpretation fatal to vision — ^Every kind of auto- 
matism IS found m the mystic life — Cannot be ne^ected by its inveatigators — 
Visions may often be merely subjective — but sometimes embody transcendental 
perceptions — ^Some test necessary — ^Real mystic vision enhances life — Host 
visionary activitj’ mixed m type — Is always symbobc m character — A form of 
artistic expression — ^Automatisms characteristic of all creative genius — ^Mystic 
visions and voices are helps to transcendence — ^related to life — Delacroix — 
Audition — the simplest form of automatism — ^Xhree kinds of auditions — the 
Intellectual Word — Distmct Interior words — ^St Teresa — False auditions — St 
John of the Cross — Character of the true anditioD — St. Teresa — Extenor words 
— Musical audition — Suso — ^Divme dialogues — ^V'lsion — its general character — 
Most mystics distrust it — ^Hilton — St. Jolm of the Cross — ^Three classes of \ision 
mtellectual, imaginary, and corporeal — ^Intellectual vision — its character 
— -Angela of Foligno— ^t Teresa — Imagmarj' \Tsion — ^it exists in all poets — 
Its two forms — Symbobc visions — ^Suso — Dante — St Mechthild of Hackborn — 
Visions of Divine Personabty — St Teresa's vision of Chnst — ^its transcendental 
nature — ^Active unagmary iTsions — their character — ^The mystic mamage of St 
Cathenne — ^Transverbera’tion of St Teresa — Automatic wntmg m the mj sties 
— St Cathenne of Siena — Blake — St. Teresa — Madame Guyon — Jacob Boehme 
— Conclusion 

W E now come to that eternal battle-ground, the detailed 
discussion of those abnormal psychic phenomena which 
appear so persistently m the history of the mystics 
That is to say, visions, auditions, automatic senpt, and those 
dramatic dialogues between the Self and some other factor— 
the Soul, Love, Reason, of the Voice of God — ^which seem some- 
times to arise from an exalted and uncontrolled imagmative po^ve^, 
sometimes to attain the proportions of auditor}’ hallucination. 

Here, moderate persons are like to be hewn in pieces between 
the two “great powers” who have long disputed this terntory 
On the one hand we have the strangely named rationalists, who 
feel that they have settled the matter once for all by calling 
attention to the obvious parallels which exist between the bodily 
symptoms of acute spintual stress and the bodily symptoms of 
certain forms of disease These considerations, reinforced by those 
comfortable words "auto-suggestion,” "psychosensonal hallucina- 
tion” and “association neurosis” — ^which do but remtroduce 
mystery m another and less attractive form — enable them to pity 
rather than blame the peculiarities of the great contemplatives 
French psychology, in particular, revels in this sort of thing and 
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would, if it had its way, fill the wards of the SalpStnere with 
patients from the Roman Calendar. The modem interpreter, says 
Rufus Jones, finds in the stigmata of St. Francis of Assisi a point 
of weakness rather than a point of strength not “the marks of a 
saint,” but “the marks of emotional and physical abnormahty.”' 
This IS a very moderate statement of the “rational” position, by a 
writer who is m actual S5unpathy with certain aspects of mysticism. 
Yet it may well be doubted whether that flame of hving love which 
could, for one dazzhng instant, weld body and soul m one, was 
really a point of weakness m a saint . whether Blake was quite as 
mad as some of his interpreters, or the powers of St. Paul and 
St. Teresa are fully explained on a basis of epilepsy or hysteria 
whether, finally, it is as scientific as it looks, to lump together all 
visions and voices — ^from Wandermg Willy to the Apocalypse of 
St. John — as examples of unhealthy cerebral activity. 

As against all this, the intransigeant votaries of the super- 
natural seem determined to play into the hands of their foes 
They pm themselves, for no apparent reason, to the objective 
reality and absolute value of visions, voices, and other expenences 
which would be classed, in any other department of hfe, as the 
harmless results of a vmd imagmation and claim as examples 
of miraculous interference with “natural law” psychic phenomena 
which may well be the normal if rare methods by which a certain 
type of intuitive genius actualizes its perceptions of the spintual 
world.* 

Materiahstic piety of this kind, which would have us beheve 
that St. Anthony of Padua really held the Infant Chnst in his 
arms, and that the Holy Ghost truly told the Blessed Angela of 
Fohgno that He loved her better than any other woman in the 
Vale of Spoleto, and she knew Him more intimately than the 
Apostles themselves,! is the best friend the "rationahsts” possess. 
It turns dreams into miracles and drags down the S5mibohc visions 
of genius to the level of pious hallucination. Even the profound and 
beautiful significance of St Margaret Mary Alacoque’s vision of the 
Sacred Heart — a pictured expression of one of the deepest intui- 
tions of the human soul, caught up to the contemplation of God's 
love — ^has been impaired by the grossly material interpretation 
which it has been forced to bear. So, too, the beautiful reveries 
of Suso, the divine visitations experienced by Francis, Catherine, 

• “Studies in Mystical Religion," p 165 Those who wish to study the 
“rationahst" argument in an extreme form are directed to Prof Janet, “L'Auto- 
matisme psychologique" and “L'fitat mentale des hystenques," and Prof. 
Leuba, "Introduction to the Psychology of Religious Mysticism " 

* On the difference m this respect between the “normal” and the “average," 
see Granger, “The Soul of a Christian," p 12 

3 See St AngMe de Foligno, op ai ,-p 130 (English translation, p. 243). 
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Teresa and coun'dess other saints, have been degraded in the course 
of their suppoF>ed elevation to the sphere called “supernatural” — 
a process as fatal to their truth and beauty as the stuffing of birds • 

All this, too, is done in defiance of the great mystics themselves, 
who are unanimous in warning their disciples agamst the danger 
of attnbutmg too much importance to “visions” and “voices,” 
or acceptmg them at their face value as messages from God 
Nevertheless, these visions and voices are such frequent accom- 
paniments of the mystic hfe, that they cannot be ignored The 
messengers of the invisible world knock persistently at the doors 
of the senses and not only at those which we refer to hearing and 
to sight In other words, supersensual intuitions — the contact 
between man’s finite being and the Infinite Being m which it is 
immersed — can express themselves by means of almost any kind 
of sensory automatism Strange sweet perfumes and tastes, 
physical sensations of touch, inward fires, are reported over and 
over again m connection with such spiritual adventures ^ Those 
symbols under which the mystic tends to approach the Absolute 
easily become objectivized, and present themselves to the con- 
sciousness as parts of expenence, rather than as modes of inter- 
pretation The knowledge which is obtained m such an approach 
IS wholly transcendent^ It consists in an undifferentiated act 
of the whole consciousness, in which under the spur of love hfe 
draws near to Life Thought, feehng, vision, touch — all are hope- 
lessly inadequate to it yet all, perhaps, may hint at that intense 
perception of which they are the scattered parts “And we shall 
endlessly be all had m God,” says Juhan of this supreme experi- 
ence, “Him venly seeing and fuDy feehng. Him spintually hearing 
and Him delectably smelling and sweetly swallowing ”3 

All those so-called “hallucinations of the senses” which appear 
in the history of mysticism must, then, be considered soberly, 
frankly, and without prejudice m the course of our mquiry into 
the psychology of man's quest of the Real The question for their 
critics must really be this do these automatisms, which appear 
so persistently as a part of the contemplative life, represent merely 

' Poulain, “Les Grices d'Oraison," cap xx Farges, "Mystical Phenomena," 
and Ribet’s elaborate work, “La Mystique Divine," well represent the super- 
naturalist" position As against the “rationalistic" theory of stigmatization 
already described, one feels that this last-named writer hardly advances his own 
cause when he insists on attributing equal validity (a) to the Stigmata as marks 
of the Divine, (6) to the imprint of a toad, bat, spider “ou de tout autre objet 
expnmant I’alijection" on the bodies of those who have had commerce with the 
devil (tome iii p 482) 

• Vide infra, quotations from Hilton and St John of the Cross Also Rolle, 
“The Fire of Live,” Prologue E Gardner, “St Catherine of Siena,” p 15 Von 
Hugel, "The Mystical Element of Religion," vol 1. pp 178-181 

3 “Revelations of Divme Ixive," cap xlm I have restored the bold language 
of the original, which is somewhat ton^ down in modem versions. 
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the dreams and fancies, the old digested percepts of the visionary, 
objectmzed and presented to his surfacc-mind in a concrete form , 
or, are they ever representations — symbohc, if you hke — of some 
fact, force, or personality, some "triumphing spiritual power,” 
external to himself? Is the vision only a pictured thought, an 
activity of the dream imagination or, is it the violent effort of 
the self to translate something impressed upon its deeper being, 
some message received from without,’ which projects this sharp 
image and places it before the consciousness? 

The answer seems to be that the voice or vision may be either 
of these two thmgs and that pathology and religion have both 
been over-hasty m their eagerness to snatch at these phenomena 
for their own purposes Many — ^perhaps most — voices do but 
give the answer which the subject has already suggested to 
itself ;* many — ^perhaps most — ^visions are the pictunngs of dreams 
and desires i Some are morbid haUucmations some even symptoms 
of msanity. All probably borrow their shape, as apart from 
their content, from suggestions already present m the mind of 
the seer 4 

But there are some, expenenced by minds of great power and 
richness, which are crucial for those who have them These bnng 
wisdom to the simple and ignorant, sudden calm to those who were 
tormented by doubts They flood the personality with new hght 
accompany conversion, or the passage from one spintual state to 
another arnve at moments of indecision, bringing with them 
authontative commands or counsels, opposed to the inchnation of 
the self confer a convinced knowledge of some department of the 
spintual hfe before unknown Such visions, it is clear, belong to 
another and higher plane of experience from the radiant appear- 
ances of our Lady, the piteous exhibitions of the sufferings of 
Chnst, which swarm in the hves of the saints, and contain no 
feature which is not traceable to the subject's religious enthusiasms 
or previous knowledge 5 These, m the apt phrase of Godfernaux, 

> Here as elsewhere the reader will kindly recollect that all spatial language is 
merely symbohc when used in connection with spiritual states 

* For mstance, when Margaret Ebner, the celebrated “Friend of God," heard 
a voice telling her that Tauler, who was the object of great veneration in the 
circle to which she belonged, was the man whom God loved best, and that He 
dwelt in him like melodious music (see Rufus Jones, op nt , p 257) 

3 “There are persons to be met with," says St Teresa, “and I have known them 
myseU, who have so feeble a brain and imagination that they thmk they see 
whatever they are thmkmg about, and this is a very dangerous condition." (“El 
Castillo Interior," Moradas Cuartas, cap ui ) 

♦ The dream-theory of vision is well and moderately stated by Pratt “The 
Rehgious Consciousness," cap xvm, pp 402 seq But his statement (loc nt ) 
that “the visions of the mystics are deteimmed in content by their behef, and 
are due to the dream imagination workmg upon the mass of theological material 
which fills the mind" is far too absolute 

S The book of Angela of Foligno, already cited, cun tarns a rich series of examples 
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are but "images floating on the moving deeps of feeling,”* not 
sjmibolic messages from another plane of consciousness Some test, 
then, must be apphed, some basis of classification discovered, if 
we are to distinguish the visions and voices which seem to be S5mip- 
toms of real transcendental activity from those which are only 
due to imagination raised to the «th power, to intense reveiie or 
to psychic lUness. That test, I think, must be the same as that which 
we shall find useful for ecstatic states, namely, their life-enhancing 
quahty 

Those visions and voices which are the medm by which the 
"seeing self” truly approaches the Absolute, which are the 
formulae under which ontological perceptions are expressed, are 
found by that self to be sources of helpful energy, chanty, and, 
courage They infuse something new m the way of strength, 
knowledge, direction, and leave it — ^physically, mentally, or 
spiritually — ^better than they found it Those which do not owe . 
their mception to the contact of the soul with external reality — 
in theological language, do not "come from God” — do not have 
this effect At best, they are but the results of the self’s turning over 
of her treasures at worst, they are the dreams — sometimes the 
diseased dreams — of an active, nch, but imperfectly controlled 
subliminal consciousness 

Since it is impheit in the make-up of the mystical temperament, 
that the sublimmal consciousness should be active and nch — and 
since the unstable nervous organization which goes with it renders 
it liable to lUness and exhaustion — ^it is not surprising to find that 
the visionary expenence even of the greatest mystics is mixed in 
type Once automatism has estabhshed itself in a person, it may 
as easily become the expression of folly as of wisdom. In the 
moments when inspiration has ebbed, old forgotten superstitions 
may take its place When Juhan of Norwich in her illness saw the 
"horrible showing” of the Fiend, red with black freckles, which 
clutched at her throat with its paws * when St Teresa was visited 
by Satan, who left a smell of brimstone behind, or when she saw 
him sitting on the top of her breviary and dislodged him by the 
use of holy water 3 it is surely reasonable to allow that we are m 
the presence of visions which tend towards the psychopathic type, 
and which are expressive of httle else but an exhaustion and tempo- 
rary loss of balance on the sub] ect's part, which allowed her intense 
consciousness of the reality of evil to assume a concrete form 4 

* “Sur la psychologie du Mysticisme" {Revue Phtlosophique, February, 1902) 

= “Revelations of Divine Love," cap Ixvi 

3 Vida, cap xxxi §§ 5 and 10 

♦ Thus too in the case of St Catherine of Siena, the intense spiritual strain of 
that three years’ retreat which I have already described {supra, Pt II, Cap I ) 
showed itself towards the end of the period by a change in the character of her 
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are but “images floating on the moving deeps of feeling,’’* not 
s3nnbolic messages from another plane of consciousness Some test, 
then, must be applied, some basis of classification discovered, if 
we are to distinguish the visions and voices which seem to be symp- 
toms of real transcendental activity from those which are only 
due to imagmation raised to the «th power, to intense reverie or 
to psychic illness. That test, I think, must be the same as that which 
we shall find useful for ecstatic states, namely, their hfe-enhancing 
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Those visions and voices which are the media by which the 
"seeing self’’ truly approaches the Absolute, which are the 
formul2e under which ontological perceptions are expressed, are 
found by that self to be sources of helpful energy, charity, and, 
courage They infuse something new in the way of strength, 
knowledge, direction; and leave it — ^physically, mentally, or 
spiritually — ^better than they found it Those which do not owe , 
their inception to the contact of the soul with external reahty — 
in theological language, do not “come from God’’ — do not have 
this effect At best, they are but the results of the self’s turning over 
of her treasures at worst, they are the dreams — sometimes the 
diseased dreams — of an active, rich, but imperfectly controlled 
subhminal consciousness 

Smee It is imphcit in the make-up of the mystical temperament, 
that the sublimmal consciousness should be active and nch— and 
since the unstable nervous orgamzation which goes with it renders 
it liable to illness and exhaustion — ^it is not surprising to find that 
the visionary experience even of the greatest mystics is mixed in 
type Once automatism has estabhshed itself m a person, it may 
as easily become the expression of folly as of wisdom In the 
moments when inspiration has ebbed, old forgotten superstitions 
may take its place When Juhan of Norwich in her illness saw the 
“horrible showing” of the Fiend, red with black freckles, which 
clutched at her throat with its paws * when St Teresa was visited 
by Satan, who left a smell of brimstone behind, or when she saw 
him sitting on the top of her breviary and dislodged him by the 
use of holy water 3 it is surely reasonable to allow that we are in 
the presence of visions which tend towards the psychopathic type, 
and which are expressive of httle else but an exhaustion and tempo- 
rary loss of balance on the subject’s part, which allowed her intense 
consciousness of the reahty of evil to assume a concrete form 4 

* “Sur la psychologic du Mysticisme’ PAj/osc^/iij«e, February, igor) 

» “Revelations of Divine Love,” cap Ixvi 

3 Vida, cap. xxxi §§ 5 and 10 

4 Thus too in the case of St Cathenne of Siena, the intense spiritual strain of 
that three years' retreat which I have already described (supra, Pt II, Caji I ) 
showed Itself towards the end of the period by a change m the character of her 



VOICES AND VISIONS 


271 

Because we allow this, however, it does not follow that all the 
visionary expenence of such a subject is morbid any more than 
“(Edipus Tyrannus” invahdates "Prometheus Unbound,” or 
occasional attacks of dyspepsia invahdate the whole process of 
nutntion The perceptive power and creative genius of mystics, 
as of other great artists, sometimes goes astray That visions 
or voices should sometimes be the means by which the soul 
consciously assimilates the nourishment it needs, is conceivable it 
is surely also conceivable that by the same means it may present 
to the surface-intelhgence things which are productive of unhealthy 
rather than of healthy reactions. 

If we would cease, once for all, to regard visions and voices as 
objective, and be content to see m them forms of sjmibohc expres- 
sion, ways in which the subconscious activity of the spiritual self 
reaches the surface-mind, many of the disharmonies noticeable in 
visionary expenence, which have teased the devout, and dehghted 
the agnostic, would fade away Visionary expenence is — or at 
least may be — ^the outward sign of a real expenence. It is a picture 
which the mind constructs, it is true, from raw matenals dready 
at its disposal as the artist constructs his picture with canvas and 
paint. But, as the artist’s paint and canvas picture is the fruit, 
not merely of contact between brush and canvas, but also of a 
more vital contact between his creative genius and visible beauty 
or truth , so too we may see in vision, where the subject is a mystic, 
the fruit of a more mysterious contact between the visionary and 
a transcendental beauty or truth Such a vision, that is to say, is 
the "accident” which represents and enshnnes a "substance” 
unseen' the paint and canvas picture which tries to show the 
surface consciousness that ineffable sight, that ecstatic percep- 
tion of good or evil — for neither extreme has the monopoly — ^to 
which the deeper, more real soul has attained The transcendental 
powers take for this purpose such material as they can find amongst 
the hoarded behefs and memories of the self ' Hence Plotinus sees 
the Celestial Venus, Suso the Eternal Wisdom, St. Teresa the 

visions These, which had previously been wholly concerned with intuitions of the 
good and beautiful, now took on an evil aspect and greatly distressed her (Vita 
(Acta SS), 1 XI I, see E Gardner, “St Catherine of Siena," p 20) We are 
obliged to agree with Pratt that such visions as these are “pathological phenomena, 
quite on dlevel with other hallucmations,"("The Religious Consciousness,” p 405 ) 

‘ An excellent example of such appropriation of material is related without 
comment by Huysmans (“Samte Lydwme de Schiedam," p 258) “Lydwme 
found again m heaven those forms of adoration, those ceremonial practices of the 
divme office, which she had known heie below durmg her years of hea’th The 
Church Militant had been, in fact, mitiated by the mspiration of its apos'les, its 
popes, and its samts mto the liturgic ]oys of Paradise " In this same vision, which 
occurred on Christmas Eve, when the hour of the Nativity was'tu'g from the 
belfnes of heaven, the Divme Child appeared on His Mother's knee just as the 
creche is exhibited m Catholic churches the moment that Christmas has dawned 
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Humanity of Chnst, Blake the strange personages of his prophetic 
books others more obviously symbohc objects St Ignatius 
Loyola, for instance, in a moment of lucidity, “saw the most 
Holy Tnnity as it were under the likeness of a triple plectrum or 
of three spinet keys” and on another occasion “the Blessed Virgin 
without distinction of members.”' 

Visions and voices, then, may stand in the same relation to the 
mystic as pictures, poems, and musical compositions stand to the 
great painter, poet, musician They are the artistic expressions 
and creative results (a) of thought, (b) of intuition, (c) of direct 
perception. AU would be ready to acknowledge how conventional 
and imperfect of necessity are those transcripts of perceived 
Goodness, Truth, and Beauty which we owe to artistic genius 
how unequal is their relation to reahty But this is not to say that 
they are valueless or absurd. So too with the mystic, whose pro- 
ceedings m this respect are closer to those of the artist than is 
generedly acknowledged. In both types there is a constant and 
involuntary work of translation going on, by which Reality is 
interpreted in the terms of appearance In both, a peculiar mental 
make-up conduces to this result 

In artistic subjects, the state of reverie tends easily to a visionary 
character thought becomes pictorial, auditory or rhythmic as 
the case may be Concrete images, balanced harmonies, elusive 
yet recognizable, surge up mysteriously without the intervention 
of the wUl, and place themselves before the mind Thus the painter 
really sees his unpainted picture, the novelist hears the conversa- 
tion of his characters, the poet receives his cadences ready-made, 
the musician listens to a veritable music which “pipes to the 
spirit ditties of no tone ” In the mystic, the same type of activity 
constantly appears Profound meditation takes a pictorial or 
dramatic form Apt symbols which suggest themselves to his 
imagination become objectivized The message that he longs for 
IS heard within his mind Hence, those "interior voices” and 
“imaginary visions” which are sometimes — as in Suso — indis- 
tinguishable from the ordinary accompaniments of intense artistic 
activity 

Where, however, artistic “automatisms” spend themselves 
upon the artist’s work, mystical “automatisms” in their highest 
forms have to do with that tremsformation of personality which 
IS the essence of the mystic life They are media by which the self 
receives spiritual stimulus, is reproved, consoled, encouraged and 
guided on its upward way Moreover, they are frequently co- 
ordinated The voice and the vision go together corroborate one 
another, and “work out right” m relation to the life of the self. 

< Testa.meat, cap, m. 
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Thus St Cathenne of Siena’s “mystic mamage” was preceded 
by a voice, which ever said m answer to her prayers, "I will 
espouse thee to Myself m faith"; and the vision in which that 
union was consummated was again initiated by a voice saying, "I 
will this day celebrate solemnly with thee the feast of the betrothal 
of thy soul, and even as I promised I will espouse thee to Myself in 
faith "Such automatisms as these,” says Delacroix, "are by no 
means scattered and incoherent They are systematic and progres- 
sive they are governed by an interior aim, they have, above aU, 
a teleological character They indicate the continuous intervention 
of a being at once wiser and more powerful than the ordinary 
character and reason, they are the reahzation, in visual and auditory 
images, of a secret and permanent personality of a superior type 
to the conscious personahty They are its voice, the extenor pro- 
jection of its life They translate to the conscious personahty the 
suggestions of the subconscious and they permit the continuous 
penetration of the conscious personahty by these deeper activities 
They establish a communication between these two planes of 
existence, and, by their imperative nature, they tend to make the 
infenor subordinate to the superior 

Audition 

The simplest and as a rule the first way m which automatism 
shows itself, IS in "voices” or auditions The mystic becomes 
aware of Something which speaks to him either clearly or implicitly, 
giving him abrupt and unexpected orders and encouragements 
The reahty of his contact with the Divine Life is thus brought 
home to him by a device with which the accidents of human 
intercourse have made him famihar His subhminal mind, open 
as it now is to transcendental impressions, "at one with the 
Absolute,” irradiated by the Uncreated Light, but still dissociated 
from the surface intelligence which it is slowly educating, seems 
to that surface self like another being Hence its messages are 
often heard, hterally, as Voices either (x) the "immediate” or 
inarticulate voice, which the auditive mystic knows so well, but 
finds it so difficult to define, (2) the distinct interior voice, per- 
fectly articulate, but recognized as speaking only within the mind; 
(3) by a hallucination which we have all experienced in dream or 
reverie, the extenor voice, which appears to be speaking externally 
to the subject and to be heard by the outward ear This, the 
traditional classification of auditions, also answers exactly to 
the three mam types of vision — (i) intellectual, (2) imaginary, 
(3) corporeal 

' E Gardner, "St Caiherme at Siena," p 25. 

» DeUeroix, “Etudes surle Mysticisme," p 114. 
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Of these three kinds of voices the mystics are unanimous in 
their opinion that the first and least "marvellous” is by far the 
best belongmg indeed to an entirely different plane of conscious- 
ness from the uttered interior or extenor “word,” which few of 
the great contemplatives are wilhng to accept without scrutiny 
as a "message from God.” The articulate word is inevitably subject 
to some degree of illusion, even at the best, smce so far as it 
possesses transcendental content it represents the translation of 
the simultaneous into successive speech. 

"Let Thy good Spint enter my heart and there be heard with- 
out utterance, and without the sound of words speak aU truth,” 
says a prayer attnbuted to St. Ambrose,^ exactly descnbing the 
function of these unmediated or "intellectual words.” Dynamic 
messages of this kmd, imperative intuitions which elude the con- 
tainmg formula of speech, are mvanably attnbuted by the self 
to the direct action of the Divine. They are indeed their own 
guarantee, bnnging with them an infusion of new knowledge or 
new hfe. Their character is less that of messages than of actual 
"invasions” from beyond the threshold, transcending succession 
and conveymg “all at once” fresh truth or certitude "Intellectual 
words,” in fact, are a form of mspiration. Eternal truth bursts in 
upon the temporally-conditioned human mind Thus St Hilde- 
garde tells us that each of her great revelations was received "in 
an instant” and St. Bridget of Sweden that the whole substance 
of her 5th Book was given "m a flash ”» 

"Distinct interior words,” on the other hand, lack this character 
of simultaneity. Nor are they mvanably authontative for those 
who hear them. St. Teresa, whose brilliant self-cnticisms are our 
best source of information on mystical auditions, considers that, 
though they often “come from God,” they are not due to direct 
contact with the Divine, and agrees with dl the great mystics on 
the need of subjecting them to cnticism. She hesitated long before 
obeying the Voice which told her to leave the Convent of the 
Incarnation and make the first foundation of her Reform. Genuine 
locutions may however be distmguished from those "words” 
which result merely from voluntary activity of the imagination, 
as much by the sense of certitude, peace and interior joy which 
they produce, as by the fact that they force themselves upon the 
attention in spite of its resistance, and bnng with them knowledge 
which was not previously within the field of consciousness That 
IS to say, they are really automatic presentations of the result of 
mystic intuition, not mere rearrangements of the constituents 


‘ Missale H.omanum Fraeparatio ad Missam, Die Dominica. 
’ Given in Foulam "Les GrSces d'Oraison," p 318. 
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of thought.^ Hence they bring to the surface-self new conviction 
or material have a positive vajue for life 

Those purely self-created locutions, or rearrangements of 
thought "which the mind self-recollected forms and fashions 
withm itself" — often difficult to distinguish from true automatic 
audition — are called by Phihp of the Trinity, St John of the 
Cross and other mystici theologians “successive words ” They feel 
it to be of the highest importance that the contemplative should 
learn to distinguish such hallucmations from real transcendental 
perceptions presented in auditive form. 

"I am really terrified,” says St. John of the Cross, with his 
customary blunt common sense, "by what passes among us m 
these days. Anyone who has barely begun to meditate, if he 
becomes conscious of words of this kind during his self-recollection, 
pronounces them forthwith to be the work of God,* and, convinced 
that they are so, goes about proclaiming 'God has told me this,’ or 
‘I have had that answer from God ’ But all is illusion and fancy, 
such an one has only been speaking to himself Besides, the 
desire for these words, and the attention they give to them, end 
by persuadmg men that all the observations which they address 
to themselves are the responses of God ”» These are the words of 
one who was at once the sanest of samts and the most penetrat- 
ing of psychologists words which our modem unruly amateurs 
of the "subconscious" might well take to heart. 

True auditions are usually heard when the mind is in a state 
of deep absorption without conscious thought: that is to say, at 
the most favourable of aU moments for contact with the trans- 
cendental world. They translate into articulate language some 
aspect of that ineffable apprehension of Reality which the con- 
templative enjoys crystalhze those clairvoyant intuitions, 
those prophetic hints which surge in on him so soon as he lays 
himself open to the influence of the supra-sensible. Sometimes, 
however, mystical intuition takes the form of a sudden and un- 
governable uprush of knowledge from the deeps of personality. 
Then, auditions may break in upon the normal activities of the 
self with starthng abruptness It is in such cases that their objec- 
tive and uncontrollable character is most sharply felt. However 
they may appear, they are, says St. Teresa, “very distinctly 
formed, but by the bodily ear they are not heard. They are, 
however, much more clearly understood than if they were heard 
by the ear. It is impossible not to understand them, whatever 
resistance we may offer . . . The words formed by the understand- 
ing effect nothing, but when our Lord speaks, it is at once word 

> “El Castillo Intenor," Horadas Sextas, cap ui. 

> “Subida del Monte Carmelo," 1. u. cap. xxvu. 
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and, work . The human locution [i e., the work of imagination] 
IS as something we cannot w ell make out, as if we were half asleep 
but the divine locution is a voice so clear, that not a syllable of its 
utterance is lost It may occur, too, when the understanding and 
the soul are so troubled and distracted that they cannot form one 
sentence correctly and yet grand sentences, perfectty arranged, 
such as the soul in its most recollected state never could have 
formed, are uttered and at the first word, as I have 'laid, change 
it utterly.” I 

St Teresa's mystic life uas governed by voices her active 
career as a foundress was much guided by them. They advised 
her in small thmgs as in great Often they interfered with her 
plans, ran counter to her personal judgment, forbade a foundation 
on which she was set, or commanded one which appeared impru- 
dent or impossible. They concerned themselves with journeys, 
with the purchase of houses, they warned her of coming events ^ 
As her mystical hfe matured, Teresa seems to have learned to 
discriminate those locutions on which action should properly 
be based She seldom resisted them, though it constantly happened 
that the action on which they insisted seemed the height of folly 
and though they frequently involved her in hardships and diffi- 
culties, she never had cause to regret this reliance upon decrees 
which she regarded as coming direct from God, and which certainly 
did emanate from a life greater than her own . So too St Hildegai de, 
when she prefaced her prophecies and denunciations bj' "Thus 
saith the Livmg Light” was not making use of a poetic metaphor 
She hved under the direction of a Power which w'as precise and 
articulate in its communications, and at her peril disobeyed its 
commands 

So far from mere vague intuitions are the "distinct interior 
words” w'hich the mystic hears within his mind, that Suso is able 
to state that the hundred meditations on the Passion thus revealed 
to him were spoken m German and not in Latin 1 St Teresa's own 
auditions were all of this interior kind — some "distinct” and some 
"substantial” or inarticulate — as her corresponding visions w'ere 
liearly all of the “mtellectual” or "imagmary" sort that is to say, 
she was not subj’ect to sensible hallucination Often, however, the 
boundary is overpassed, and the locution seems to be heard by 
the mystic's outward ear, as m the case of those voices which 
guided the destinies of St Joan of Arc, or the Figure upon the 
Cross which spoke to St Francis of Assisi We then have the 


* Vida, cap xxv §§ 2, 5, 6 See also for a detailed discussion of all forms of 
auditions St John of the Cross, op, ett ,\ u caps xxvm to xxxi. 

• “El Ltbro de las Fundaciones" is full of instances 

3 Susu, “3uchlein von. der ewigcn Weisheil,” Prologue. 
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third form — "exterior words" — ^which the mystics for the most part 
regard with suspicion and dishke 

Sometimes audition assumes a musical rather than a verbal 
character a form of perception -which probably corresponds to 
the temperamental bias of the self, the ordered sweetness of 
Divine Harmony striking responsive chords in the music-lovmg 
soul The lives of St Francis of Assisi, St Catherine of Siena, and 
Richard RoUe provide obvious instances of this ' but Suso, in 
whom automatism assumed its nchest and most varied forms, 
has also given in his autobiography some characteristic examples 

"One day . whilst the Servitor was still at rest, he heard 
withm himself a gracious melody by which his heart was greatly 
moved. And at the moment of the rising of the morning star, a 
deep sweet voice sang within him these words, Stella Marta mans, 
hodte processit ad ortum That is to say, Mary Star of the Sea is 
risen to-day And this song which he heard was so spiritual and 
so sweet, that his soul was transported by it and he too began to 
gin g joyously And one day — ^it was in carnival time — ^the 
Servitor had continued his prayers until the moment when the 
bugle of the watch announced the dawn Therefore he said to 
himself. Rest for an instant, before you salute the shining Morning 
Star Ajud, whilst that his senses were at rest, behold' angehc 
spirits began to sing the fair Respond. 'Illuminare, tlluminare, 
Jerusalem^’ And this song was echoed with a marvellous sweetness 
m the deeps of his soul. And when the angels had sung for some 
time his soul overflowed with joy and his feeble body being 
unable to support such happiness, burnmg tears escaped from 
his eyes 

Closely connected on the one hand with the phenomena of 
automatic words, on the other with those of prophecy and inspira- 
tion, IS the prevalence in mystical hterature of revelations which 
tglfp the form of dialogue intimate colloquies between Divine 
Reality and the Soul The Revelations of Julian of Norwich and 
St. Catherine of Siena, and many of those of the Blessed Angela of 
Foligno and of the modern mystic Lucie-Chnstme appear to have 
been received by them in this way We seem as we read them to 
be present at veritable outpourings of the Divine Mind, crystalhzed 
into verbal form on their way through the human consciousness 
We feel on the one hand a "one-ness with the Absolute" on the 
part of the mystic which has made her really, for the time being, 
the "voice of God”: whilst on the other we recognize in her the 
persistence of the individual — exalted, but not yet wholly absorbed 

I “Fioretti," “Delle Istimate,"2 , E Gardner, “St Cathenne of Siena," p 15, 
Rolle, “The Fire of Love," bk 1 cap xvi , and other places 

> Leben, cap vi 
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in the Divine — whose questions, here and there, break in upon 
the revelation which is mediated by the deeper mind. 

Duologues of this sort aie reported with every appearance of 
realism and good faith by Suso, Tauler, Mechthild of Magdeburg, 
Angela of Fohgno, St Teresa, and countless other mystics The 
third book of the "Imitation of Christ" contains some conspicu- 
ously beautiful examples, which may or may not be due to hterary 
artifice The self, wholly absorbed by the intimate sense of divine 
companionship, receives its messages in the form of "distinct 
interior words”, as of an ahen voice, speaking within the mind 
with such an accent of validity and spontaneity as to leave no 
room for doubt as to its character. Often, as in Juhan's Revelations, 
the discourses of the "Divine Voice,” its rephes to the eager 
questions of the self, are illustrated by imaginary visions Since 
these dialogues are, on the whole, more commonly experienced 
in the illuminative than the unitive way, that self — ^retaining a 
clear consciousness of its own separateness, and recognizing the 
Voice as personal and distinct from its own soul — ^naturally enters 
into a communion which has an almost conversational character, 
rephes to questions or asks others m its turn and m this dramatic 
style the content of its intuitions is gradually expressed We have 
then an extreme form of that dissociation which we all experience 
in a slight degree when we "argue with ourselves.” But in this 
case one of the speakers is become the instrument of a power other 
than itself, and communicates to the mind new wisdom and 
new hfe. 

The peculiar rhythmical language of genuine mystic dialogue 
of this kind — ^for often enough, as in Suso's "Book of the Eternal 
Wisdom,” it IS deliberately adopted as a literary device — ^is an 
indication of its automatic character.* Expression, once it is 
divorced from the cntical action of the surface intelligence, always 
tends to assume a dithyrambic form Measure and colour, exalta- 
tion of language, here take a more important place than the 
analytic intellect will generally permit This feature is easily 
observable in prophecy, and in automatic writing It forms an 
interesting Imk with poetry, which — ^in so far as it is genuine and 
spontaneous — is largely the result of subliminal activity Life, 
which eludes language, can yet — ^we know not why — be communi- 
cated by rhythm and the mystic fact is above all else the com- 
munication of a greater Life. Hence we must not take it amiss if 
the voice of the Absolute, as translated to us by those mystics who 
are alone capable of hearing it, often seems to adopt the "grand 
manner ” 


‘ Compare p. 80 
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Vision 

We pass from the effort of man’s deeper mind to speak truth 
to his surface-mteUigence, to the effort of the same mysterious 
power to show truth . m psychological language, from auditory to 
visual automatism. "Vision,” that vaguest of words, has been used 
by the friends and enemies of the mystics to describe or obscure a 
wide range of experience from formless intuition, through crude 
optical haUucmation, to the voluntary visualizations common to 
the artistic mind In it we must mclude that personal and secret 
vision which is the lover’s glimpse of Perfect Love, and the great 
pictures seen by clairvoyant prophets acting in their capacity as 
eyes of the race. Of these, the two mam classes of vision, says 
Denis the Carthusian, the first kmd are to be concealed, the second 
declared The first are more truly mystic, the second prophetic: 
but excludmg prophetic vision from our inquiry, a sufficient 
variety of experience remains m the purely mystical class. St 
Teresa’s fluid and formless apprehension of the Trinity, her 
concrete visions of Christ, Mechthild of Magdeburg’s poetic dreams, 
Suso’s sharply pictured allegories, even Blake’s soul of a flea, all 
come under this head. 

Since no one can know what it is really like to have a vision but 
the visionaries themselves, it wiU be interesting to see what they 
have to say on this subject : and notice the respects m which these 
self-cnticisms agree with the conclusions of psychology. We 
forget, whilst arguing on these matters, that it is as impossible for 
those who have never heard a voice or seen a vision to discuss these 
experiences with intelligence, as it is for stay-at-homes to discuss 
the passions of the battle-field on the material supplied by war 
correspondents No second-hand account can truly report the 
experience of the person whose perceptions or illusions present 
themselves in this form "We cannot,” says Recejac, "remind 
ourselves too often that the mystic act consists in relations 
between the Absolute and Freedom which are incommunicable. 
We shall never know, for instance, what was the state of conscious- 
ness of some citizen of the antique world when he gave himself 
without reserve to the inspiring suggestions of the Sacred Fire, or 
some other image which evoked the infinite Neither shall we 
ever know, unless it be our good fortune to attain to it, the secret 
of that consciousness which is able to apprehend the Transcendent 
in visionary terms 

The first thing we notice when we come to this inquiry is that 
the mystics are all but unanimous in their refusal to attribute 

> “Les Fondements de la Connaissance Mystique,” p. 149 
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importance to any kind of visionary experience ' The natural 
timidity and stern self-criticism with which they approach audi- 
tions IS here greatly increased and this^ if taken to heart, might 
well give pause to their more extreme enemies and defenders 
“If It be SO,” says Hilton of automatisms in general, "that thou 
see any manner of light or bnghtness with thy bodily eye or in 
imagining, other than every man may see , or if thou hear any merry 
sounding with thy ear, or in thy mouth any sweet sudden savour, 
other than of kind [nature], or any heat m thy breast as it were 
fire, or any manner delight m any part of thy body, or if a spirit 
bodily appeareth to thee as it were an angel, for to comfort thee 
and kiss thee, or any such feelmg, which thou wost well that it 
cometh not of thyself, nor of no bodily creature, be then wary in that 
time or soon after, and wisely behold the stimngs of thy heart 
If thou be stirred because of that liking that thou feelest for to 
draw out thine heart from the inward desire of virtues and of 
ghostly knowing and feelmg of God, for to set the sight of thy 
heart and thine affection, thy dehght and thy rest, principally 
therem, weening that bodily feehng should be a part of heavenly 
]oy and of angels’ bhss this feehng is suspect and of the enemy 
And therefore, though it be never so hking and wonderful, refuse 
it, and assent not thereto Nearly every master of the contem- 
plative hfe has spoken to the same effect ; none, perhaps, more 
strongly than that stem and vinle lover of the invisible, St John 
of the Cross, who was relentless m hunting down even the most 
"spiritual” illusions, eager to purge mind as well as morals of all 
taint of the unreal 

"It often happens,” he says "that spiritual men are affected 
supematurally by sensible representations and objects They 
sometimes see the forms and figures of those of another life, saints 
or angels, good and evil, or certain extraordinary lights and bright- 
ness. They hear strange words, sometimes seeing those who utter 
them and sometimes not They have a sensible perception at 
times of most sweet odours, without knowing whence they proceed 
Still, though all these cxpenences may happen to the bodily 
senses in the way of God, we must never delight in them nor 
encourage them, yea, rather we must fly from them, without 
seeking to know whether their ongin be good or evil For, inasmuch 
as they are exterior and physical, the less is the likelihood of 
their being from God That which properly and generally comes 

' Here the exception which proves the rule is Blake But Blake’s visions 
differed in some important respects from those of his fellow-mystics They seem 
to have been “corporeal.” not “imaginary” m type, and were regarded by him 
as actual perceptions of that “real and eternal world” in which he held that it 
was man’s privilege to dwell 

’ “The Scale of Perfection,” bk i cap xi 
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from God is a purely spiritual communication , wherein there is 
greater security and profit for the soul than through the senses, 
wherein there is usually much danger and delusion, because the 
bodily sense decides upon, and judges, spiritual things, thinking 
them to be what itself feels them to be, when in reality they are 
as different as body and soul, sensuality and reason 
Agam, "in the high state of the union of love, God does not 
communicate Himself to the soul under the disguise of imaginary 
visions, similitudes or figures, neither is there place for such, but 
mouth to mouth The soul, therefore, that will ascend to this 
perfect union with God, must be careful not to lean upon imaginary 
visions, forms, figures, and particular intelligible objects, for these 
things can never serve as proportionate or proximate means 
towards so great an end , yea, rather they are an obstacle in the 
way, and therefore to be guarded against and rejected 
So, too, St Teresa. "In such matters as these there is always 
cause to fear illusion , until we are assured that they truly proceed 
from the Spirit of God Therefore at the beginning it is always 
best to resist them If it is mdeed God who is actmg, the soul 
wdl but progress still more quickly, for the trial will favour her 
advancement 3 

Vision, then, is recognized by the true contemplative as at best 
an imperfect, obhque, and untrustworthy method of apprehension • 
it IS ungovernable, capricious, liable to deception, and the greater 
its accompanying hallucination the more suspicious it becomes. 
All, however, distinguish different classes of visionary experience ; 
and differentiate sharply between the value of the vision which is 
"felt” rather than seen, and the true optical hallucination which is 
perceived, exterior to the subject, by the physical sight. 

We may trace m visions, as m voices — ^for these, from the psycho- 
logist’s point of view, are strictly parallel phenomena — a progres- 
sive externahzation on the self’s part of those concepts or intui- 
tions which form the bases of all automatic states Three mam 
groups have been distinguished by the mystics, and illustrated 
agam and again from their experiences These are (i) Intellectual, 
(2) Imaginary, and (3) Corporeal vision answering to (i) Sub- 
stantial or inarticulate, (2) Interior and distinct, (3) Exterior words. 
With the first two we must now concern ourselves As to corporeal 
vision, it has few peculiarities of mterest to the student of pure 
mysticism Like the "exterior word” it is little else than a more or 
less uncontrolled externahzation of inward memones, thoughts, or 

* “Subida del Monte Carmclo," 1 u cap xi The whole chapter should be 
read m this connection 
> “Subida del Monte Carmelo," 1 ii cap xvi 
3 “El Castillo Interior," Moradas Sextas, cap in. 
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intuitions — even of some pious picture which has become im- 
printed on the mind — ^which may, m some subjects, attain the 
dimensions of true sensonal hallucmation 

(i) Intellectual Vision — ^The “intellectual vision,” like the 
“substantial word” as described to us by the mystics, is of so 
elusive, spiritual, and formless a kind that it is hard to distinguish 
it from that act of pure contemplation m which it often takes its 
rise. These moods and apprehensions of the soul are so closely 
linked together — ^the names applied to them are so often little more 
than the struggles of different individuals to describe by analogy 
an experience which is one — ^that we nsk a loss of accuracy the 
moment that classification begms. The intellectual vision, so far 
as we can understand it, seems to be a something not sought but 
put before the mind, and seen or perceived by the whole self by 
means of a sense which is neither sight nor feelmg, but partakes 
of the character of both. It is intimate but indescribable definite, 
yet impossible to define. There is a passage in the Revelations of 
Angela of Foligno which vividly describes the sequence of illu- 
minated states leading up to and including the intuitions which 
constitute the substance of this “formless vision” and its comple- 
ment the “formless word” : and this does far more towards making 
us realize its nature than the most pamstakingpsychological analysis 
could ever do. “At times God comes into the soul without being 
called, and He instills into her fire, love, and sometimes sweetness, 
and the soul beheves this comes from God, and dehghts therein But 
she does not yet know, or see, that He dwells in her; she perceives 
His grace, in which she dehghts And again God comes to the 
soul, and speaks to her words full of sweetness, m which she has 
much ]oy, and she feels Him This feeling of God gives her the 
greatest delight ; but even here a certam doubt remains ; for the 
soul has not the certitude that God is in her. . . . And beyond this 
the soul receives the gift of seeing God. God says to her, ‘Behold 
Me'’ and the soul sees Him dweUmg within her. She sees Him 
more clearly than one man sees another. For the eyes of the soul 
behold a plenitude of which I cannot speak: a plenitude which is not 
bodily but spiritual, of which I can say nothing. And the soul 
rejoices in that sight with an meffablejoy; and this is the manifest 
and certam sign that God mdeed dwells m her And the soul can 
behold nothing else, because this fulfils her m an unspeakable 
manner. This beholding, whereby the soul can behold no other 
thing, IS so profound that it grieves me that I can say nothmg 
of it It IS not a thmg which can be touched or imagined, for it is 
meffable 

> St AngMe de Foligno, “Livre de TExp^rience des Vrais Fiddles,” pp. 170 seq. 
(English translation, p 24). 
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Intellectual vision, then, seems to be closely connected with that 
"consciousness of the Presence of God” which we discussed in the 
last chapter though the contemplatives themselves declare that 
it differs from it ^ It is distinguished apparently from that more or 
less diffused consciousness of Divine Immanence by the fact that, 
although unseen of the eyes, it can be exactly located in space. 
The mystic’s general awareness of the divine is here focussed upon 
one pomt — a point to which some theological or symbolic character 
is at once attached The result is a sense of presence so concrete, 
defined, and sharply personal that, as St Teresa says, it carries 
more conviction than bodily sight This invisible presence is 
generally identified by Christian mystics rather with the Humanity 
of Chnst than with the unconditioned Absolute “In the prayer 
of union and of quiet,” says St. Teresa, "certain mflowmgs of 
the Godhead are present ; but m the vision, the Sacred Humanity 
also, together with them, is pleased to be our companion and to 
do us good ”* "A person who is m no way expecting such a favour,” 
she says agam, “nor has ever imagmed herself worthy of 
receiving it, is conscious that Jesus Christ stands by her side; 
although she sees Him neither with the eyes of the body nor of 
the soul This is called an intellectual vision, I cannot tell why. 
This vision, unlike an imaginary one, does not pass away quickly 
but lasts for several days and even sometimes for more than a 
year. . . . Although I believe some of the former favours are more 
subhme, yet this brings with it a special knowledge of God , a most 
tender love for Him results from bemg constantly in His company, 
while the desire of devoting one’s whole being to His service is 
more fervent than any hitherto described The conscience is 
greatly purified by the knowledge of His perpetual and near 
presence, for although we know that God sees aU we do, yet 
nature inchnes us to grow careless and forgetful of it This is 
impossible here, since our Lord makes the soul conscious that He 
IS close at hand, ”3 

In such a state — to which the term "vision” is barely applicable 
— ^it will be observed that consciousness is at its highest, and 
hallucination at its lowest pomt Nothing is seen, even with the 
eyes of the mind as, in the parallel case of the "substantial word,” 
nothing is said It is pure apprehension in the one case of Person- 
ahty, m the other of knowledge. "The immediate vision of the 
naked Godhead,” says Suso of this, "is without doubt the pure 
truth' a vision is to be esteemed the more noble the more 

' “It IS not like that presence oi God which is frequently felt , , , this is a great 
grace , . . but it is not vision” (St Teresa, Vida, cap xxvu § 6). 

> Op cil,, loc cit 

3 St Teresa, “El Castillo Interior,” Moradas Sextas, cap. vui. 
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intellectual it is, the more it is stripped of all image and ap- 
proaches the state of pure contemplation 

We owe to St Teresa our finest first-hand account of this strange 
condition of "awareness ” It came upon her abruptly, after a 
period of psychic distress, and seemed to her to be an answer to her 
unwilling prayers that she might be "led” by some other way 
than that of ’‘interior words”, which were, in the opinion of her 
director, “so suspicious ” "I could not force myself,” she says, “to 
desire the change, nor believe that I was under the influence of 
Satan Though I was doing all I could to believe the one and to 
desire the other, it was not in my power to do so ” She resolved 
this divided state by making an act of total surrender to the will 
of God and it seems to have been as the result of this release of 
stress, this willing receptivity, that the new form of automatism 
suddenly developed itself, remforang and justifying her auditions, 
and bringing peace and assurance to the distracted surface-self 

"At the end of two years spent in prayer by myself and others 
for this end, namely, that our Lord would either lead me by another 
way, or show the truth of this — for now the locutions of our Lord 
were extremely frequent — ^this happened to me I was in prayer 
one day — it was the feast of the glorious St Peter — when I saw 
Christ close by me, or, to speak more correctly, felt Him, for I 
saw nothing with the eyes of the body, nothing with the eyes of 
the soul He seemed to me to be close beside me , and I saw, too, 
as I believe, that it was He who was speaking to me As I was 
utterly ignorant that such a vision was possible, I was extremely 
afraid at first, and did nothing but weep, however, when He spoke 
to me but one word to reassure me, I recovered myself, and was, 
as usual, calm and comforted, without any fear whatever Jesus 
Christ seemed to be by my side continually As the vision 
was not imaginary, I saw no form, but I had a most distinct feeling 
that He was always on my right hand, a witness of all I did , and 
never at any time, if I was but slightly recollected, or not too much 
distracted, could I be ignorant of His near presence I went at 
once to my confessor in great distress, to tell him of it He asked 
in what form I saw our Lord I told him I saw no form He then 
said ‘How did you know that it was Christ ’’ I rephed that I did 
not know how I knew it , but I could not help knowing that He 
was close beside me there are no words whereby to explain — 
— at least, none for us women, who know so little, learned men 
can explain it better 

“For if I say that I see Him neither with the eyes of the body 
nor those of the soul — because it was not an imaginary vision — 
how IS it that I can understand and maintain that He stands 

“ Leben, cap. Uv. 
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beside me, and be nwve certain of it than if I saw Him ? If it be sup- 
posed that it IS as if a person were blind, or in the dark, and there- 
fore unable to see another who is dose to him, the comparison is 
not exact. There is a certain likehhood about it, however, but not 
much, because the other senses tell him who is blind of that 
presence he hears the other speak or move, or he touches him , 
but in these visions there is nothing like this The darkness is not 
felt; only He renders Himself present to the soul by a certain 
knowledge of Himself which is more dear than the sun I do not 
mean that we now see either a sun or any other brightness, only 
that there is a light not seen, which illumines the understanding, 
so that the soul may have the fruition of so great a good This 
vision bnngs with it great blessings 

(2) In Imaginary Vision, as in “interior words,” there is again 
no sensorial halluanation The self sees sharply and clearly, it is 
true but is perfectly aware that it does so in virtue of its most 
preaous organ — “that inward eye which is the bhss of solitude 
Imaginary Vision is the spontaneous and automatic activity of a 
power which all artists, all imaginative people, possess So far as 
the machinery employed in it is concerned, there is little real 
difference except in degree between Wordsworth’s imaginary 
vision of the "dancing daffodils” and Suso’s of the dancing angels, 
who “though they leapt very high in the dance, did so without any 
lack of gracefulness ”3 Both are admirable examples of "passive 
imaginary vision”, though m the hrst the visionary is aware 
that the picture seen is supplied by memory, whilst in the second 
it arises spontaneously like a dream from the subhminal region, 
and contains elements which may be attributed to love, belief, 
and direct intuition of truth. 

Such passive imaginary vision — by which I mean spontaneous 
mental pictures at which the self looks, but in the acbon of which 
it does not participate — takes in the mystics two main forms’ 
{a) S5nnbohc, (&) personal. 

(a) In the symbolic form there is no mental deception the self 
IS aware that it is being shown truth “under an image ” Many of 
the visions of the great prophetic mystics — c g., St Hildegarde — 
have so elaborate a symbolic character, that much intellectual 
activity is involved in their interpretation This interpretation is 

■ St Teresa, Vida, cap xxvii §§ 2-5 
' “For oft, -when on my couch I lie 
In vacant or m pensive mood. 

They flash upon that mward eye 

Which IS the bliss of solitude 

And then my heart with pleasure fills. 

And dances with the daflodils " 

Wordsworth, “The Daflodils " 


3 Leben, cap vu. 
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sometimes "given” with the vision Rulman Merswin’s "Vision 
of Nine Rocks” is thus described to us as being seen by him in a 
sharp picture, the aUegoncalmeamngof which was simultaneously 
presented to his mind. In Suso’s hfe these symbohc visions abound 
he seems to have lived always on the verge of such a world of 
imagination, and to have imbibed truth most easily in this form 
Thus "It happened one moinmg that the Servitor saw in a 
vision that he was surrounded by a troop of heavenly spints He 
therefore asked one of the most radiant amongst these Pnnces 
of the Sky to show him how God dwelt in his soul The angel said 
to him, ‘Do but fix your eyes joyously upon yourself, and watch 
how God plays the game of love within your loving soul ’ And he 
looked quickly, and saw that his body in the region of his heart 
was pure and transparent like crystal and he saw the Divine 
Wisdom peacefully enthroned in the midst of his heart, and she 
was fair to look upon. And 63' her side was the soul of the Servitor, 
full of heavenly desires; resting lovingly upon the bosom of God, 
Who had embraced it, and pressed it to His Heart And it remained 
altogether absorbed and inebnated with love in the arms of God 
its well-beloved.”i 

In such a vision as this, we see the mystic’s passion for the 
Absolute, his intuition of Its presence in his soul, combining with 
material supplied by a poetic imagination, and expressing itself 
in an allegorical form It is really a visualized poem, inspired by 
a direct contact with truth. Of the same kind are many of those 
reconstructions of Eternity in which mystics and seers of the 
transcendent and outgoing 15^10 actualized their profound appre- 
hensions of reality. In such expenences, as Beatrice told Dante 
when he saw the great vision of the River of Light, the thing seen 
is the shadowy presentation of a transcendent Reahty which the 
self is not yet strong enough to see. 

"E vidi lume in forma di nviera 

fulvido di fulgore, mtra due nve 
dipinte di mirabil pnmavera 
Di tal fiumana uscian favUle vive, 

e d’ ogni parte si mettean nei fion, 
quasi rubin che oro circonscnve 
Pol, come inebnate dagli odon, 

nprofondavan sd nel miro gurge, 
e, s’una entrava, un’ altra n’ uscia fuon ” 

"il sol degli occhi miei 
anco soggiunse II fiume, e li topazii 

ch’ entrano ed escono, e il nder dell’ erbe 
son di lor vero ombnfen prefazu. 


‘ Suso, Leben, cap. vi. 
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Non che da se sien queste cose acerbe. 
ma e difetto dalla parte tua, 
che non hai viste ancor tanto superbe ” ■ 

In the last two lines of this wonderful passage, the whole 
philosophy of vision is expressed It is an accommodation of the 
supra-sensible to our human disabihties, a symbolic reconstruction 
of reality on levels accessible to sense This s 5 mibohc reconstruc- 
tion is seen as a profoundly significant, vivid, and dramatic dream : 
£md since this dream conveys transcendental truth, and initiates 
the visionary into the atmosphere of the Eternal, it may well 
claim precedence over that prosaic and perpetual vision which 
we call the "real world ” In it — as m the less significant dreams 
of our common experience — ^vision and audition are often com- 
bined Many of the visions of St. Mechthild of Hackborn are of 
this complex t37pe. Thus — "She saw in the Heart of God, as it were 
a virgm exceeding fair, holding a ring in her hand on which was a 
diamond with which, incessantly, she touched the Heart of God. 
Moreover, the soul asked why that virgin thus touched the Heart 
of God And the virgin answered, T am Divine Love, and this 
stone signifieth the sin of Adam. . As soon as Adam sinned, I 
introduced myself and intercepted the whole of his sin, and by 
thus ceaselessly touching the Heart of God and moving Him to 
pity, I suffered Him not to rest until the moment when I took the 
Son of God from His Father’s Heart and laid him in the Virgin 
Mother’s womb ’ . . Another time, she saw how Love, under the 
likeness of a fair Virgin, went round about the consistory singing 
Alone I have made the circuit of heaven, and I have walked on the 
waves of the sea. In these words she understood how Love had 
subjected to herself the Omnipotent Majesty of God, had inebri- 
ated His Unsearchable Wisdom, had drawn forth all His most 
sweet goodness, and, by wholly conquering His divine justice 
and changing it into gentleness and mercy, had moved the Lord of 
all Majesty.’’* 

Imaginary vision of this kind is probably far more common 
than is generally supposed and can exist without any disturbance 
of that balance of faculties which is usually recognized as "sane " 

* Par, XXX 61-81 “Audi saw light in the form of a river blazing with radiance, 
streaming between banks painted with a marvellous spnng Out of that river 
issued hving sparks and settled on the flowers on every side, like rubies set in gold. 
Then, as it were inebriated by the perfume, they plunged again into the won- 
drous flood, and as one entered another issued forth Then added the Sun 
of my eyes The river, the topazes that enter and come forth, the smUmg flowers, 
MB shadowy foretastes of their reality Not that these things are themselves 
imperfect, but on thy side is the defect, in that thy vision cannot rise so high." 
This passage probably owes something to Mechthild of Magdeburg’s concept of 
Deity as a Flowmg Light 

* Mechthild of Hackborn, "Liber Specialis Gratiae," 1. 11. caps. xvu. and xxxv. 
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“If,” says Pratt, “there be any truth in Freud's insistence upon 
the symbolic nature of normal dreams, it is the less surpr ising 
that the dream imagination of the Christian mystic should work 
up visions of a symbolic sort Our modern tendency to consider 
visions quite extraordinary and pathological is probably mis- 
taken ”• It IS certain that the meditations of those persons who 
are ‘ good visuahzers” often take a pictorial form, and indeed 
St Ignatius Loyola, the great teacher of meditation, advised 
a dehberate effort so to visualize the subject dwelt upon The 
picture may appear involuntarily, at the summit of a train of 
thought, which it sometimes illustrates and sometimes contra- 
dicts It may show itself faintly against a background of mist, 
or start into existence sharply focussed, weU-hghted, and alive 
It always brings with it a greater impression of reality than can 
be obtained by the operations of the discursive mind 

{b) The symbohc and artistic character of the visions we have 
been discussing is obvious There is, however, another form of 
imaginary vision which must be touched on with a gentler hand 
In this, the imagery seized upon by the subhmmal powers, or 
placed before the mind by that Somewhat Other of which the 
mystic is always conscious over against himself, is at once so vivid 
so closely related to the concrete beliefs and spiritual passions of 
the self, and so perfectly expresses its apprehensions of God, that 
it IS not always recognized as symbolic m kind A simple example 
of this IS the vision of Christ at the moment of conseciation at 
Mass, experienced by so many Catholic ecstatics * Another is St 
Margaret Mary Alacoque’s vision of the Sacred Heart St Teresa 
IS one of the few mystics who have detected the true character of 
automatisms of this sort which bring with them — ^hke their purer 
forms, the intellectual visions of God — a vivid apprehension of 
Personality, the conviction of a living presence, rather than the 
knowledge of new facts "Now and then," she says of her own 
imaginary visions of Christ, "it seemed to me that what I saw was 
an image but most frequently it was not so I thought it was Christ 
Himself, judging by the brightness m which He was pleased to 
show Himself Sometimes the vision was so indistinct, that 1 

' Pratt The Religious Consciousness p 404 
For instance the Blessed Angela of Foligno who gives in her Re\elitions 
a complete senes of such experiences rangmg from an apprehension of Divine 
Beauty shining from withm and surpassmg the splendour of the sun’ {op cit 
p 64 Fnglish translation p 222) to a concrete vision of two ejes shining in the 
Host (ioc cU Fnglish translation p 230) “I saw Him most plainly with the e>es 
of the mind she says “first living suffermg, bleedmg crucified anJ then 
dead upon the Cross (p 326 Fnglish translation p 223) “Another time I 
beheld the Child Christ in the consecrated Host He appeared beautiful md full 
of majeotv He seemed as a child of twelve jears of age (p (17 h nglish trans- 
lation p 229) 
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thought it was an image but stiU, not like a picture, however 
well painted, and I have seen a good many pictures It would 
be absurd to suppose that the one bears any resemblance whatever 
to the other, for they differ as a hving person differs from his 
portrait, which, however well drawn, cannot be hfe-hke, for it' is 
plain that it is a dead thing 

"The vision,” she says m another place, “passes as quickly as 
a flash of hghtning, yet this most glonous picture makes an 
impression on the imagination that I believe can never be effaced 
until the soul at last sees Chnst to enjoy Him for ever. Although 
I call it a 'picture,' you must not imagine that it looks like a 
pamtmg, Christ appears as a hving Person, Who sometimes speaks 
and reveals deep mysteries 

It seems, then, that this swift and dazzhng vision of Divine 
Personahty may represent a true contact of the soul with the 
Absolute Life — a contact immediately referred to the image under 
which the self is accustomed to think of its God Obviously in the 
case of Chnstian contemplatives this image will most usually be 
the histoncal Person of Chnst, as He is represented m sacred 
literature and art 3 The life-enhancing quahty of such an abrupt 
apprehension, however, the profound sense of reality which it 
brmgs, permit of its being classed not amongst vivid dreams, but 
amongst those genuine mystic states m which "the immanent 
God, formless, but capable of assummg all forms, expresses 
Himself in vision as He had expressed Himself in words.”4 
Certainty and ]oy are the feehng-states accompanying this ex- 
penence ; which is as it were a love-letter received by the ardent 
soul, brmgmg with it the very fragrance of personahty, along with 
the sign-manual of the beloved 

This concrete vision of Chnst has the true mystic quahty of 
ineffabihty, appeanng to the seif under a form of inexpressible 
beauty, illuminated with that unearthly light which is so per- 
sistently reported as a feature of transcendent experience The 
artist's exalted consciousness of Beauty as a form of Truth is 
here seen operating on the transcendental plane Thus when 
St. Teresa saw only the Hands of God, she was thrown into an 

* Vida, cap xxvm § ii 

* “El Cas^o Interior," Moradas Sextas, cap ix 

3 “On one of the ieasU of St Paul, while I was at Mass, there stood before me 
the most sacred Humanity as painters represent Him after the resurrection" (St 
Teresa, Vida, cap xxvm § 4) So too the form assumed by many of the visions of 
Angela of Foligno is obviously due to her faimliarity with the frescoed churches 
of Assisi and the Vale of Spoleto “When I bent my knees upon entering m at the 
door of the church," she says, “I immediately beheld a picture of St Francis 
lying m Christ's bosom Then said Christ unto me, ‘Thus closely will I hold thee 
and so much closer, that bodily eyes can neither perceive nor comprehend it'." 
{op ett , p 53 English translation, p 165) 

3 Delacroix, “Ftudes sur le Mysticisme," p 116. 
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ecstasy of adoration by their shining lovehness.^ “If I were to 
spend many years in devising how to picture to myself anything 
so beautiful,” she says of the imaginary vision of Chnst, ‘T should 
never be able, nor even know how, to do it , for it is beyond the 
scope of any possible imagination here below the whiteness and 
brilliancy alone are inconceivable It is not a bnghtness which 
dazzles, but a dehcate whiteness, an mfused brightness, giving 
excessive dehght to the eyes, which are never wearied thereby 
nor by the visible bnghtness which enables us to see a beauty 
so divine. It is a light so different from any hght here below, that 
the very bnghtness of the sun we see, m comparison with the 
brightness and hght before our eyes, seems to be something so 
obscure that no one would ever wish to open his eyes again 
In short, it is such that no man, however gifted he may be, can 
ever in the whole course of his life arnve at any imagination of 
what it IS God puts it before us so instantaneously, that we could 
not open our eyes in time to see it, if it were necessary for us to 
open them at all. But whether our eyes be open or shut, it makes 
no difference whatever for when our Lord wills, we must see it, 
whether we wdl or not ”* 

There is another and highly important class of visual automa- 
tisms those which I have chosen to call Active Imaginary Visions 
Whereas vision of the passive kind is the expression of thought, 
perception, or desire on the part of the deeper self active vision 
IS the expression of a change m that self, and generally accom- 
panies some psychological crisis. In this vision, which always has 
a dramatic character, the self seems to itself to act, not merely to 
look on Such visions may possess many of the characters of 
dreams, they may be purely S3mibohc, they may be theologically 
“realistic.” They may entail a journey through Hell, Purgatory, 
and Heaven, an excursion into fairyland, a wresthng with the 
Angel m the Way Whatever their outward form, they are always 
connected with inward results They are the automatic expressions 
of intense subhminal activity not merely the media by which 
the self's awareness of the Absolute is strengthened and enriched, 
but the outward and visible signs of its movement towards new 
levels of consciousness. Hence we are not surprised to find that a 
dynamic vision of this sort often initiates the Unitive Life Such 
are the imaginary visions reported by St. Francis of Assisi and 
St Catherine of Siena at the moment of their stigmatization the 

’ Vida, cap xxvm § 2 

* St Teresa, op cU , cap xxvm §§ 7, 8 Angela of Foligno says of a similar 
vision of Chnst, “His beauty and adornment were so great . . and so great was 
my ]oy at the sight, that I thmk I shall never lose it And so great was my 
certitude that I cannot doubt it in any pomt" (St Ang&le de Foligno, op. ctt , p 66 
English translation, p 229), 
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transverberation of St. Teresa, the heavenly visitor who announced 
to Suso his passage from the “lower school” to the “upper school” 
of the Holy Spint ‘ But perhaps the most picturesque and con- 
vincmg example of all such dramas of the soul, is that which is 
known m art as the “Mystic Marriage of St Catherine of Siena.” 

We have seen that Cathenne, who was subject from childhood 
to imaginary visions and interior words, had long been conscious 
of a voice reiterating the promise of this sacred bretrolhal, and 
that on the last day of the Carnival, A d 1366, it said to her, “I 
wiU this day celebrate solemnly with thee the feast of the betrothal 
of thy soul, and even as I promised I will espouse thee to Myself 
in faith ” “Then,” says her l^end, “whilst the Lord was yet 
speakmg, there appeared the most glorious Virgin His Mother, 
the most blessed John, Evangehst, the glonous Apostle Paul, 
and the most holy Dominic, father of her order, and with these the 
prophet David, who had the psaltery set to music in his hands, 
and while he played with most sweet melody the Virgin Mother of 
God took the right hand of Cathenne with her most sacred hand, 
and, holding out her fingers towards the Son, besought Him to 
deign to espouse her to Himself in faith To which graciously 
consentmg the Only Begotten of God drew out a nng of gold, which 
had in its circle four pearls enclosing a most beauteous diamond; 
and placing this nng upon the nng finger of Cathenne's right hand 
He said, ‘Lo, I espouse thee to Myself, thy Creator and Saviour m 
the faith, which until thou dost celebrate thy eternal nuptials 
with Me in Heaven thou wilt preserve ever without stain. Hence- 
forth, my daughter, do manfully and without hesitation those 
things which by the ordenng of My providence will be put into 
thy hands, for being now armed with the fortitude of the faith, 
thou wilt happily overcome all thy adversanes ' Then the vision 
disappeared, but that nng ever remained on her finger, not indeed 
to the sight of others, but only to the sight of the virgin herself; 
for she often, sdbeit with bashfulness, confessed to me that she 
always saw that nng on her finger, nor was there any time when 
she did not see it.”* 

‘ Leben, cap xxi 

» E. Gardner, “St Catherine of Siena,” p 25 Vita, 1 xu 1,2 (Acta SS , loc 
at ) In the nng which she always saw upon her finger, we seem to have an instance 
of true corporeal vision, which finds a cunously exact parallel m 'the life of St. 
Teresa “On one occasion when I was hoidmg m my hand the cross of my rosary. 
He took it from me mto His own hand He returned it, but it was then four large 
stones incomparably more precious than diamonds He said to me that for the 
future that cross would so appear to me always and so tl dtd I never saw the 
wood of which it was made, but only the precious stones They were seen, however, 
by no one else" (Vida, cap xxix § 3) This class of experience, says Augustine 
Haker, particularly gifts of roses, rings, and jewels, is "much to be suspected," 
except m “souls of a long-con tmued sanctity' ( ‘Holy Wisdom," Treatise 111 § iv 
cap. ui ] 
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It is not difficult to discern the materials from which this vision 
has been composed As far as its outward circumstances go, it is 
borrowed intact from the legendary history of St. Cathenne of 
Ale.xandna, with which her namesake must have been famihar 
from babyhood ^ Catenna Bemncasa showed a charactenstic 
artistic suggestibility and quickness in transforming the stuff of 
this old story into the medium of a profound person^ expenence 
as her contemporaries amongst the Sienese pamters took subject, 
method, and composition from the traditional Byzantine source, 
yet forced them to become expressions of their overpowering 
individuahty. The important matter for us, however, is not the 
way in which the second Cathenne adapted a traditional story to 
herself, actuahzed it in her expenence but the fact that it was for 
her the sacramental form under which she became acutely and 
permanently conscious of union with God Long prepared by that 
growing disposition of her deeper self which caused her to hear 
the reiterated promise of her Beloved, the vision when it came 
was significant, not for its outward circumstances, but for its 
permanent effect upon her life In it she passed to a fresh level of 
consciousness, entenng upon that state of spintual wedlock, of 
close and loving identification with the interests of Chnst, 
which Richard of St. Victor calls the “Third Stage of Ardent 
Love ” 

Of the same active sort is St. Teresa’s great and celebrated 
vision, or rather experience, of the Transverberation, in which 
imagery and feelmg go side by side in their effort towards expres- 
sing the angmsh of insatiable love "I saw,’’ she says, “an angel 
close by me, on my left side, in bodily form. This I am not accus- 
tomed to see unless very rarely. Though I have visions of angels 
frequently, yet I see them only by an mtellectual vision, such as 
I have spoken of before It was our Lord’s wiU that in this vision 
I should see the angel in this wise. He was not large, but small of 
stature, and most beautiful — ^his face burning, as if he were one 
of the highest angels, who seem to be all of fire they must be those 
whom we call Cherubim. . . I saw in his hand a long spear of gold, 
and at the iron’s point there seemed to be a httle fire. He appeared 
to me to be thrusting it at times mto my heart, and to pierce my 
very entrails, when he drew it out, he seemed to draw them out 
also and to leave me all on fire with a great love of God The pain 
was so great that it made me moan; and yet so surpassing was the 
sweetness of this excessive pam that I could not wish to be nd 
of it. The soul is satisfied now with nothing less than God. The pain 
is not bodily, but spintual, though the body has its share in it, 
even a large one. It is a caressing of love so sweet which now takes 

' Vide “Legenda Aurea,” Nov xxv. 
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place between the soul and God, that I pray God of His goodness to 
make him experience it who may thmk that I am lying 

Finally it should be added that d 5 mamic vision may assume a 
purely intellectual form , as in the case of the Blessed Angela of 
Fohgno. "During last Lent I found myself,”she says, "altogether 
in God, without knowing how, and in a way more exalted than 
was customary for me I seemed to be in the midst of the Trinity 
in a more exalted way than I had ever been before, for greater than 
usual were the blessings I received, and I en]oyed these blessings 
without interruption And thus to be absorbed m God filled me with 
joy and with dehght And feehng myself to be in this beatitude 
and this great and unspeakable delight, which were above all I had 
expenenced before, such ineffable divine operations took place 
m my soul, as neither saint nor angel could describe or explain. 
And I see and understand that these dmne operations, that 
unfathomable abyss, no angel or other creature howsoever great 
or wise, could comprehend, and all I say now of it seemeth to 
me so ill said that it is blasphemy.”* 

Automatic Script 

The rarest of the automatic activities reported to us in connec- 
tion with mysticism is that of "automatic writing ” This form of 
sublimmal action has already been spoken of in an earlier chapter ,3 
where two of the most marked examples — Blake and Madame 
Guyon — are discussed As with voice and vision, so this power of 
automatic composition may and does exist in vanous degrees of 
intensity ranging from that "inspiration," that irresistible impulse 
to wnte, of which all artists are aware, to the extreme form in which 
the hand of the conscious self seems to have become the agent of 
another personality We are not here in the presence of phenomena 
which require a "supernatural” explanation From the point of 
view of the psychologist, the inspirational writing of the mystics 
differs in degree rather than in kind from such poetic creation 
as that described by de Musset : “it is not work, it is listenmg , it 
is as if some unknown person were speaking in your ear.”4 Such 
sublimmal activity is probably present to some extent m all the 
literary work of the great mystics, whose creative power, like 
that of most poets, is largely dissociated from the control of the 
will and the surface intelligence. 

St. Catherine of Siena, we are told, dictated her great Dialogue 
to her secretaries whilst in the state of ecstasy which may mean 

• Vida, cap xxix §§ i6, 17. 

' St. AngMe de Fohgno, op cit ,p 232 (English translation, p 186) 

3 P 66 4 Quoted by ftescott. “The Poetic Mind,” p 102. 



MYSTICISM 


294 

no more than the absorbed state of recollection in which the 
creative faculty works most freely, or may have been a condition 
of consciousness resembhng the "trance” of mediums, m which 
the deeper mind governs the tongue Had she been more accus- 
tomed to the use of the pen — she did not learn writing until after 
the beginning of her apostohc life — that deeper mind would 
almost certainly have expressed itself by means of automatic 
script As it IS, m the rhythm and exaltation of its periods, the 
Dialogue bears upon it all the marks of true automatic composition 
of the highest type The very discursiveness of its style, its loose 
employment of metaphor, the strangely mingled intimacy and 
remoteness of its tone, link it with prophetic literature , and are 
entirely characteristic of subhmmal energy of a rich type, disso- 
ciated from the criticism and control of the normal consciousness ' 

So too the writings of Rulman Merswm, if we accept the in- 
genious and interesting theory of his psychic state elaborated by 
M Jundt,^ were almost wholly of this kind So Blake insisted 
that he was "under the direction of Messengers from Heaven, 
Daily and Nightly, ”3 and stated on his deathbed that the credit 
for all his works belonged not to himself, but to his "celestial 
friends, ”4 t.e , to the inspiration of a personality which had access 
to levels of truth and beauty unknown to his surface mind 

St Teresa was of much the same opinion in respect of her great 
mystical works which were, she said, hke the speech of a parrot 
repeating, though he cannot understand, the things which his 
master has taught him There is httle doubt that her powers of 
composition — as we might expect in one so apt at voice and 
vision — ^were largely of the uncontrolled, inspired, or "automatic” 
kind She wrote most usually after the reception of Holy Com- 
munion — that IS to say, when her mystic consciousness was in its 
most active state — and always swiftly, without hesitations or 
amendments Ideas and images welled up from her rich and 
active subhmmal region too quickly, indeed, for her eager, hurry- 
ing pen so that she sometimes exclaimed, “Oh, that I could write 
with many hands, so that none were forgotten i”5 In Teresa’s 
unitive state, a shght suggestion was enough to change the con- 
dition of her consciousness, place her under the complete domin- 
ation of her deeper mind Often, she said, when composing the 
"Interior Castle,” her work reacted upon herself She would 
suddenly be caught up into the very degree of contemplation 

> On this point I must respectfully differ from Mr E Gardner See his “St 
Catherine of Siena,” p 354 » Supra, p 185 

3 Quoted by M Wilson. ‘Life of William Blake,” p 135 

1 Berger, “William Blake,” p 54 

5 G Cunninghame Graham, “Santa Teresa," vol i p 202. 
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which she was trying to describe, and continued to write in this 
absorbed or entranced condition, clearly perceiving that her pen 
was guided by a power not her own, and expressed ideas unknown 
to her surface mind, which filled her with astonishment 

In the evidence given during the process for St Teresa’s 
beatification, Maria de San Francisco of Medina, one of her early 
nuns, stated that on entermg the saint’s cell whilst she was 
writing this same "Intenor Castle” she found her so absorbed in 
contemplation as to be unaware of the external world “If we 
made a noise close to her,” said another, Mana del Nacimiento, 
"she neither ceased to write nor complained of being disturbed ” 
Both these nuns, and also Ana de la Encarnacion, prioress of 
Granada, affirmed that she wrote with immense speed, never 
stoppmg to erase or to correct being anxious, as she said, to 
“write what the Lord had given her, before she forgot it ” They 
and many others declared that when she was thus writing she 
seemed like another being and that her face, excessively beautiful 
m expression, shone with an unearthly splendour which afterwards 
faded away ^ 

As for Madame Guyon, whose temperament had m it almost as 
much of the medium as of the mystic, and whose passion for 
quietism and mental passivity left her almost wholly at the 
mercy of subconscious impulses, she exhibits by turns the phe- 
nomena of clairvoyance, prophecy, telephathy, and automatic 
writing, in bewildering profusion 

“I was myself surprised,” she says, "at the letters which Thou 
didst cause me to write, and in which I had no part save the actual 
movement of my hand and it was at this time that I received that 
gift of writing according to the intenor mind, and not according to 
my own mind, which I had never known before Also my manner 
of writing was altogether changed, and every one was astonished 
because I wrote with such great facility ”* 

Agam, . Thou didst make me wnte with so great a detach- 
ment that I was obliged to leave off and begin agam as Thou didst 
choose Thou didst try me m every way suddenly Thou wouldst 
cause me to write, then at once to cease, and then to begin agam. 
When I wrote during the day, I would be suddenly interrupted, and 
often left words half written, and afterwards Thou wouldst give me 
whatever was pleasing to Thee Nothing of that which I wrote 
was m my mind my mind, m fact, was so wholly at liberty that 
it seemed a blank, I was so detached from that which I wrote that 
it seemed foreign to me All the faults in my writings come from 

this that being unaccustomed to the operations of God, I was 

* G Cunmnghame Graham, "Santa Teresa," vol i. pp 203-4 
‘ Vie, pt 11 cap 11 
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often unfaithful to them, thinking that I did well to continue 
writmg when I had time, without bemg moved thereto, because 
I had been told to finish the work So that it is easy to distinguish 
the parts which are fine and sustamed, and those which have neither 
savour nor grace I have left them as they are , so that the difference 
between the Spirit of God and the human or natural spirit may 
be seen . I continued always to write, and with an inconceivable 
swiftness, for the hand could hardly keep up with the dictating 
spirit and during this long work, I never changed my method, 
nor did I make use of any book. The scribe could not, however 
great his dihgence, copy in five days that which I wrote m a 
single night . . I wiU add to all that I have been saying on my 

writings, that a considerable part of the book on ‘Judges’ was 
lost Being asked to complete it, I rewrote the lost portions Long 
afterwards, when I was moving house, these were found in a place 
where no one could have imagined that they would be , and the 
old and new versions were exactly alike — a circumstance which 
greatly astonished those persons of learning and merit who under- 
took its verification 

A far greater and stronger mystic than Madame Guyon, Jacob 
Boehme, was also in his literary composition the more or less 
helpless tool of some power other than his normal surface-mind 
It is clear from his own words that his first book, the "Aurora," 
produced after the great illummation which he received in the 
year 1610, was no deliberate composition, but an example of 
inspired or automatic script This strange work, full of sayings 
of a deep yet dazzling darkness, was condemned by the local 
tribunal, and Boehme was forbidden to wnte more For seven 
years he obeyed Then “a new motion from on high” seized him, 
and under the pressure of this subliminal impulse — which, charac- 
teristically, he feels as coming from without not from within — he 
began to write again 

This second outburst of composition, too, was almost purelyauto- 
matic m type. The transcendental consciousness was in command, 
and Boehme’s surface-intellect could exert but little control ‘ 'Art," 
he says of it himself, "has not wrote here, neither was there any 
time to consider how to set it punctually down, according to the 
Understanding of the Letters, but all was ordered according to 
the Direction of the Spirit, which often went in haste, so that in 
many words Letters may be wanting, and in some Places a Capital 
Letter for a Word ; so that the Penman's Hand, by reason he was 
not accustomed to it, did often shake And though I could have 

• Vie, pt li cap xxi Those who wish to compare this vivid subjective account 
of automatic writing with modem attested instances may consult Myers, “Human 
Personality," and Oliver Lodge, “The Survival of Man " 
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wrote in a more accurate, fair and plain Manner, yet the Reason 
was this, that the burning Fire often forced forward with Speed, 
and the Hand and Pen must hasten directly after it , for it comes 
and goes as a sudden shower 

No description could give more vividly than this the spon- 
taneous and uncontrollable character of these automatic states, 
the welhng-up of new knowledge, the rapid formation of sentences . 
so quick, that the hand of the subject can hardly keep pace with 
that "burning Fire," the travail of his inner mind. As in vision, 
so here, the contents of that inner mmd, its hoarded memories, 
wdl influence the form of the message. Hence, m Boehme’s 
works, the prevalence of that obscure Kabahstic and Alchemical 
imagery which baffles even his most eager readers, and which is 
the result of an earlier acquaintance with the works of Paracelsus, 
Weigel, and Sebastian Franck ^ Such language, however, no more 
discredits the "power behind the pen," than the form under which 
St. Catherine of Siena apprehended the mystic marriage discredits 
her attainment of the umtive hfe In the fruit of such automatic 
travail, such a "wrestling with the Angel m the way," the mystic 
offers to our common humanity the chalice of the Spirit of Life. 
We may recognize the origins of the ornament upon the chahce. 
but we cannot justly charge him with counterfeiting the Wme, 

We have been deahng throughout this section with means 
rather than with ends • means snatched at by the struggling self 
which has not yet wholly shaken itself free from "image," m its 
efforts to seize somehow — ^actualize, enj'oy, and adore — ^that 
Absolute which is the sum of its desires No one will ever approach 
an understanding of this phase of the mystical consciousness, who 
bnngs to it either a contempt for the minds which could thus 
simply and sometimes childishly objectivize the Divine, or a 
superstitious reverence for the image, apart from the formless 
Reahty at which it hints Between these two extremes lies our 
hope of graspmg the true place of automatisms on the Mystic 
Way: of seeing m them instances of the adaptation of those 
means by which we obtain consciousness of the phenomenal 
world, to an apprehension of that other world whose attainment is 
h'^manity's subbmest end. 

■ Works of Jacob Boehme (English translabon, vol 1 p xiv ) 

• See E Boutroux, “Le Philosophe Allemand, Jacob ^ehme ” 
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Introversion is the characteristic mystic art — Its development accompanies 
organic growth — It is susceptible of education — ^The value of tradition — ^The 
training of will and attention — Contemplation the only real way of perceiving 
anything — Its method described — ^An experiment — Introversion — Ecstasj— the 
two aspects of contemplative consciousness — ^The ground of the soul — Philo- 
sophic contemplation — The Degrees of Onson — their nature — The end of con- 
templation — Hilton — Naked onson — All “stages" or degrees of orison arbitrary 
and diagrammatic — But some division essential to descnption — ^Three stages — 
Recollection, Quiet, Contemplation — Onson grows with the growmg self-^is- 
ciplmes the mind, will and heart — St Teresa’s degrees of onson — It is a progress 
in love — a retreat from circumference to centre — Its end is union — Recollection 
— a difficult process — Boehme — Meditation — ^its characteristics — ^it develops into 
Recollection — ^A spmtual gymnastic — St Teresa — Quiet — ^its characteristics — 
largely inexpressible — Suspension of thought — Its development from Recollec 
tion — It IS a state of humility — Its nature descnbed — Two aspects of Quiet 
positive and negative — Eckhart — ^The Epistle of Private Counsel — St Teresa- 
Quiet and Quietism — The “danger-zone" of introversion — Ruysbroeck on 
Quietism — ^its evils — It is a perversion of truth — Molmos — Von Hugel — The 
distinguishing mark of true Quiet— Madame Guyon — Quiet is a transitional 
state 

I N our study of the First Mystic Life, its purification and 
illumination, we have been analysing and considering a 
process of organic development, an evolution of personality 
We may treat this either as a movement of consciousness 
towards higher levels, or as a remaking of consciousness 
consequent on the emergence and growth of a factor which is 
dormant m ordmary man, but destined to be supreme in the full- 
grown mystic type We have seen the awakening of this factor- 
tins spark of the soul — with its innate capacity for apprehending 
the Absolute We have seen it attack and conquer the old sense- 
fed and self-centred life of the normal self, and introduce it into 
a new universe, lit up by the Uncreated Light These were the 
events which, taken together, constituted the “First Mystic Life”, 
a complete round upon the spiral road which leads from man 
to God. 

What we have been looking at, then, is a life-process, the 
establishment of a certain harmony between the created self and 
that Reality whose invitation it has heard • and we have discussed 
this life-process rather as if it contained no elements which were 
not referable to natural and spontaneous growth, to the invol- 
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untary adjustments of the organism to that extended or trans- 
cendental universe of which it gradually betomeb aware But 
side by side with this organic growth there always goes a specific 
land of activity which is characteristic of the mystic an educa- 
tion which he is called to undertake, that his consciousness of the 
Infinite may be stabilized, enriched and defined Already once or 
twice we have been m the presence of this activity, have been 
obliged to take its influence into account as, were we studying 
other artistic types, we could not leave on one side the medium 
in which they work 

Contemplation is the mystic’s medium It is an extreme form of 
that withdrawal of attention from the external world and total 
dedication of the mmd which also, in various degrees and ways, 
conditions the creative activity of musician, painter and poet, 
releasmg the faculty by which he can apprehend the Good and 
Beautiful, enter into communion with the Real As "voice” or 
"vision” is often the way in which the mystical consciousness 
presents its discoveries to the surface-mind, so contemplation is 
the way in which it makes those discoveries, perceives the supra- 
sensible over against itself. The growth of the mystic’s effective 
gemus, therefore, is connected with his growth in this art and that 
growth IS largely conditioned by education 

The painter, however great his natural powers, can hardly 
dispense with some technical traming; the musician is wise if he 
acquaint himself at least with the elements of counterpoint. So 
too the mystic. It is true that he sometimes seems to spring 
abruptly to the heights, to be caught into ecstasy without previous 
preparation as a poet may startle the world by a sudden master- 
piece. But unless they be backed by discipline, these sudden and 
isolated flashes of inspiration will not long avail for the production 
of great works "Ordina quest’ amore, o tu che m’ami” is the 
imperative demand made by Goodness, Truth, and Beauty, by 
every aspect of Reality, upon the human soul Lover and 
philosopher, saint, artist, and scientist, must alike obey or fail 

Transcendental genius, then, obeys the laws which govern all 
other forms of gemus, in being susceptible of culture and, indeed, 
clnnot develop its full powers without an educative process of 
some kmd This strange art of contemplation, which the mystic 
tends to practise during the whole of his career — which develops 
step by step with his vision and his love — demands of the self 
which undertakes it the same hard dull work, the same slow 
trainmg of the will, which lies behind all supreme achievement, 
and is the price of all true liberty. It is the want of such training — 
such "supersensual drill” — ^which is responsible for the mass of 
vague, ineffectual, and sometimes harmful mysticism which has 
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always existed' the dilute cosmic emotion and limp spirituality 
which hang, as it were, on the skirts of the true seekers of the 
Absolute, and bring discredit upon their science 

In this, as in all the other and lesser arts which have been 
developed by the race, education consists largely in a humble 
wdlingness to submit to the discipline, and profit by the lessons, 
of the past Tradition runs side by side with experience ; the past 
collaborates with the present Each new and eager soul rushing 
out towards the only end of Love passes on its way the landmarks 
left by others upon the pathway to Reahty If it be wise it observes 
them and finds m them rather helps towards attainment than 
hindrances to that freedom which is of the essence of the mystic 
act. This act, it is true, is in the last resort a solitary experience, 
"the flight of the Alone to the Alone” ; even though no achievement 
of the soul truly takes place in vacuo, or leaves the universe of souls 
unchanged At the same time, here as elsewhere, man cannot safely 
divorce his personal history from that of the race. The best and 
truest experience does not .come to the eccentric and individual 
pilgrim whose intuitions are his only law but rather to him who 
IS willing to profit by the culture of the spiritual society in which 
he finds himself, and submit personal intuition to the guidance 
afforded by the general history of the mystic type Those who 
refuse this guidance expose themselves to all the dangers which 
crowd about the individualist ' from heresy at one end of the scale 
to madness at the other VaeSoW Nowhere more clearly than in 
the history of mysticism do we observe the essential solidarity of 
mankind, the penalty paid by those who will not acknowledge it 

The education which tradition has ever prescribed for the 
mystic, consists m the gradual development of an extraordinary 
faculty of concentration, a power of spiritual attention. It is not 
enough that he should naturally be "aware of the Absolute," unless 
he be able to contemplate it; just as the mere possession of eye- 
sight or hearing, however acute, needs to be supplemented by 
tramed powers of perception and reception, if we are really to 
appreciate — see or hear to any purpose — ^the masterpieces of Music 
or of Art. More, Nature herself reveals little of her secret to those 
who only look and listen with the outward ear and eye The con- 
dition of all valid seeing and hearmg, upon every plane of con- 
sciousness, lies not m the sharpening of the senses, but in a peculiar 
attitude of the whole personahty. in a self-forgettmg attentive- 
ness, a profound concentration, a self-merging, which operates a 
real communion between the seer and the seen — m a word, m 
Contemplation. 

Contemplation, then, in the most general sense is a power 
which we may — and often must — apply to the perception, not 
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ntily of Divine Reality, but of an3rthing. ^t is a mental attitude 
ii|ider which all thmgs give up to us the secret of their life 1 AU 
artists are of necessity in some measure contemplative In so far 
IS they surrender themselves without selfish preoccupation, they 
see Creation from the point of view of God.^ "Innocence of eye” 
is little else than this : and only by its means can they see truly 
Qiose thmgs which they desire to show the world. I mvite those 
to whom these statements seem a compound of cheap psychology 
ind cheaper metaphysics to clear their minds of prejudice and 
submit this matter to an experimental test If they will be patient 
and honest — and unless they belong to that minority which is 
temperamentally incapable of the simplest contemplative act — 
they wiU emerge from the experiment possessed of a little new 
knowledge as to the nature of the relation between the human 
min d and the outer world 


All that IS asked is that we shall look for a httle time, m a special 
^nd undivided manner, at some simple, concrete, and external 
thing . This object of our contemplation may be almost anything 
we please ; a picture, a statue, a tree, a distant hillside, a growing 
plant, runnmg water, httle living things. We need not, with Kant, 
go to the starry heavens "A httle thing the quantity of an hazel 
nut” will do for us, as it did for Lady Juhan long ago.® Remember, 
itis a practical experiment on which we are set , not an oppoitunity 
pretty and pantheistic meditation 
’ Look, then, at this thing which you have chosen. WilfuUy yet 
banquilly refuse the messages which countless other aspects of 
&e world are sendmg, and so concentrate your whole attention 
op this one act of loving sight that all other objects are excluded 
frpm the conscious field Do not thmk, but as it were pour out your 
Mrsonahty towards it: let your soul be m your eyes. Almost at 
mce, this new method of perception wiU reveal unsuspected 
Qualities m the external world. First, you will perceive about you 
Estrange and deepening quietness, a slowing down of our feverish 
itental time. Next, you will become aware of a heightened signifi- 
S^ce, an intensified existence in the thing at which you look. As 
3^u, with aU your consciousness, lean out towards it, an answering 
extent will meet yours It seems as though the barrier between 
itsEfe and your own, between subject and object, had melted away. 


I t "The contemplative and the aitist," says Mantain, “are in a position to 
hjUapathize . The contemplative, having for object the causa altissima from 
Vhlch all else depends, knows the place and value of art, and understands the 
^tnst. The artist as such, cannot judge the contemplative, but he can divme his 
i^atness If he indeed loves Beauty, and if some moral vice does not cham 
m heart to dulness, gomg over to the side of the contemplative he will recognize 
^ve and Beauty" (J Mantain, “Art et Scholastiquc, ’ p 139) 

[b? “Revelations of Divme Love," cap. v. 
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You are merged with it, in an act of true communion and you 
know the secret of its being deeply and unforgettably, yet m a 
way which you can never hope to express. 

Seen thus, a thistle has celestial qualities a speckled hen a 
touch of the sublime Our greater comrades, the trees, the clouds, 
the rivers, initiate us into mighty secrets, flame out at us "like 
shinmg from shook foil ” The "eye which looks upon Eternity” 
has been given its opportunity. We have been immersed for a 
moment in the "life of the All”: a deep and peaceful love unites 
us with the substance of aU things, a "Mystic Marriage” has taken 
place between the mind and some aspect of the external world 
Cor ad cor loquitur. Life has spoken to hfe, but not to the surface- 
intelhgence That surface-mtelhgence knows only that the message 
was true and beautiful no more. 

The price of this experience has been a stiUmg of that surface- 
mind, a calhng in of all our scattered interests an entire giving of 
ourselves to this one activity, without self-consciousness, without 
reflective thought. To reflect is always to distort our minds are 
not good mirrors. The contemplative, on whatever level his 
faculty may operate, is contented to absorb and be absorbed and 
by this humble access he attams to a plane of knowledge which 
no intellectual process can come near. 

I do not suggest that this simple experiment is in any sense to 
be equated with the transcendental contemplation of the mystic 
Yet It exercises on a small scale, and in regard to visible Nature, 
the same natural faculties which are taken up and used — it is true 
upon other levels, and m subjection to the transcendental sense 
— in his apprehension of the Invisible Real. Though it is one thing 
to see truthfully for an instant the flower in the crannied wall, 
another to be lifted up to the apprehension of "eternal Truth, 
true Love and loved Eternity,” yet both according to their measure 
are functions of the inward eye, operating in the "suspension of 
the mind ” 

This humble receptiveness, this still and steady gazmg, in which 
emotion, will, and thought are lost and fused, is the secret of the 
great contemplative on fire with love of that which he has been 
allowed to see But whilst the contemplation of Nature entails 
an outgoing towards somewhat mdubitably external to us, and has 
as its material the world of sensible experience the contemplation 
of Spirit, as it seems to those who practise it, requires a deliberate 
refusal of the messages of the senses, an ingoing or "introversion” 
of our faculties, a "journey towards the centre ” The Kingdom 
of God, they say, is within you: seek it, then, in the most secret 
habitations of the soul. The mystic must learn so to concentrate 
all his faculties, his very self, upon the invisible and intangible. 
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that all visible things are forgot . to bring it so sharply into focus 
that everything else is blurred He must call m his scattered 
faculties by a deliberate exercise of the will, empty his mind of 
its swarm of images, its not of thought In mystical language he 
must "sink into his nothingness” into that blank abidmg place 
where busy, clever Reason cannot come The whole of this pro- 
cess, this gathering up and turnmg “mwards” of the powers of the 
self, this gazing into the ground of the soul, is that which is called 
Introversion 

Introversion is an art which can be acquired, as gradually and 
as certainly, by the born mystic, as the art of piano-playing can 
be acquired by the born musician In both cases it is the genius 
of the artist which makes his use of the instrument effective but 
it is also his education m the use of the instrument which enables 
that genius to express itself m an adequate way Such mystical 
education, of course, presumes a somethmg that can be educated : 
the “New Birth,” the awakening of the deeper self, must have 
taken place before it can begin. It is a psychological process, 
and obeys psychological laws There is m it no element of the 
unexpected or the abnormal In technical language, we are here 
concerned with "ordmary” not "extraordinary” contemplation. 

In its early stages the practice of introversion is voluntary, 
difficult, and dehberate , as are the early stages of learning to read 
or wnte But as readmg or writing finally becomes automatic, so 
as the mystic’s training m mtroversion proceeds, habits are formed . 
and those contemplative powers which he is educating establish 
themselves amongst his normal faculties Sometimes they wholly 
dominate these faculties, escape the control of the will, and 
appear spontaneously, seizing upon the conscious field. Such 
violent and involuntary mvasions of the transcendental powers, 
when they utterly swamp the surface-consciousness and the 
subject IS therefore cut off from his ordmary "external world,” 
constitute the typical experience of rapture or ecstasy. It is under 
the expansive formulse of such abrupt ecstatic perception, "not 
by gradual steps, but by sudden ecstatic fhghts soaring aloft to 
the glorious thmgs on high,”* that the mystical consciousness of 
Divine Transcendence is most clearly expressed Those wide, 
exalted apprehensions of the Godhead which we owe to the mystics 
have usually been obtamed, not by industrious meditation, but 
by "a transcending of all creatures, a perfect going forth from one- 
self . by standing m an ecstasy of mind Hence the experiences 
pecuhar to these ecstatic states have a great value for the student 
of mysticism. It will be our duty to consider them m detail m a 

> St Bernard, “De Consideralione," bk v. cap iii 

> “De Imitatione Chribti," 1 ui cap x^.xi 
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later section of this book. The normal and dehberate practice of 
introversion, on the contrary, is bound up with the sense of Divine 
Immanence. Its emphasis is on the indwelhng God Who may be 
found “by a journey towards the centre” on the conviction 
indeed that “angels and archangels are with us, but He is more 
truly our own who is not only with us but in us.”^ 

Contemplation — takmg that term in its widest sense, as em- 
bracing all the degrees and kinds of mystical prayer — establishes 
communion between the soul and the Absolute by way of these 
complementary modes of apprehendmg that which is One A. The 
usually uncontrollable, deWtely outgoing, ecstatic experience, 
the attamment of Pure Bemg, or “flight to God ” B. The more 
controllable mgomg experience, the breaking down of the barrier 
between the surface-self and those deeper levels of personahty 
where God is met and known “in our nothingness, ’ ’ and a mysterious 
fusion of divine and human hfe takes place The one, say^ the 
Christian mystic, is the "going forth to the Father”, the other is 
the “marriage with the Son ” Both are operated by the Spirit 
whose dwelling is in the “spark of the soul ” Yet it is probable, 
in spite of the spatial language which the mystics always use 
concerning them, that these two experiences, in their most 
sublime forms, are but opposite aspects of one whole the com- 
plementary terms of a higher synthesis beyond our span In that 
consummation of love which Ruysbroeck has called “the peace 
of the summits” they meet’ then distinctions between inward and 
outward, near and far, cease to have any meaning, m “the dim 
silence where lovers lose themselves ” “To mount to God,” says 
the writer of “De Adhaerando Deo,” "is to enter into one’s self. 
For he who inwardly entereth and intimately penetrateth into 
himself, gets above and beyond himself and truly mounts up 
to God 

Says Tauler of this ineffable meeting-place, which is to the 
intellect an emptiness, and to the heart a fulfilment of all desire, 
"All there is so still and mystenous and so desolate for there is 
nothing there but God only, and nothing strange . . . This Wilder- 
ness IS the Quiet Desert of the Godhead, into which He leads all 
who are to receive this inspiration of God, now or in Eternity ”3 
From this "quiet desert,” this still plane of being, so near to her 
though she is far from it, the normal self is separated by all the 
“unquiet desert” of sensual existence Yet it stretches through and 
in her, the stuff of Reality, the very Ground of her being, since it 
is, in Julian’s words, “the Substance of all that is” linking that 

* St Bernard, op cit , bk v cap v So Lady Julian, “We are all in Him en- 
closed and He is enclosed in us" (“Revelations of Divine Ixjve," cap Ivii ) 

* Op cit , cap vu 3 Third Instruction (“The Inner Way,” p 323) 
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being at once vsdth the universe and with God "God is near us, 
but we are far from Him, God is within, we are without, God is 
at home, we are m the far country,” said Meister Eckhart, strug- 
ghng to express the nature of this “inteUigible where."^ Clearly, 
if the self is ever to become aware of it, definite work must be 
undertaken, definite powers of perception must be trained and 
the consciousness which has been evolved to meet the exigencies 
of the World of Becoming must be initiated into that World of 
Being from which it came forth. 

Plato long ago defined the necessity of such a perception, and 
the nature of that art of contemplation by which the soul can 
feed upon the Real, when he said m one of his most purely mystical 
passages, "When the soul returns mto itself and reflects, it passes 
into . . . the region of that which is pure and everlasting, immortal 
and unchangeable and, feehng itself kindred thereto, it dwells 
there under its own control, and has rest from its wandenngs 
In the "contemplation” of Plato and of the Platomc Schools 
generally, however, the emphasis hes at least as much on intellect 
as on intuition with him the head and not the heart is the meeting- 
place between man and the Real "Anciently,” says Augustme 
Baker, “there was a certain kmd of false contemplation, which 
we may call philosophical, practised by some learned heathens 
of old, and mutated by some m these days, which hath for its last 
and best end only the perfection of knowledge, and a dehghtful 
complacency in it. . . . To this rank of philosophical contempla- 
tions may be referred those scholastic wits which spend much 
tune in the study and subtle exammation of the mysteries of 
faith, and have not for their end the mcreasmg of divme love m 
their hearts .”3 

We cannot long read the works of the mystics without commg 
across descnptions — often first-hand descnptions of great psycho- 
logical interest — of the processes through which the self must 
pass, the discipline which it must undertake, in the course of 
c acquiring the art of contemplation Most of these descnptions 
difiEer in detail, in the divisions adopted, the emotions expenenced, 
the number of "degrees” through which the subject passes, from 
the first painful attempt to gather up its faculties to the supreme 
point at which it feels itself to be "lost m God.” In each there is 
that quality of umqueness which is inherent in every expression 
of life, in each the temperamental bias and analytical powers of 
the writer have exerted a further modif jnng influence. All, how- 
ever, descnbe a connected expenence, the progressive concentra- 
tion of the entire self under the spur of love upon the contemplation 

> Eckhart, Prod Ixix. > Phaedo, 79 c. 

3 “Holy Wisdom," Treatise m § iv. cap. r 
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of transcendental reahty As the Mystic Way involves transcen- 
dence of character, the sublimation of the instinctive hfe and 
movement of the whole man to higher levels of vitahty, his attain- 
ment of freedom, so the ascent of the ladder of contemplation 
involves such a transcendence, or movement to high levels of 
liberty, of his perceptive powers 
The steps of the ladder, the substance of the progressive exer- 
cises undertaken by the developing self, its education in the art 
of contemplation, are usually Imow by the Chnstian mystics as 
the “degrees of prayer" or “orison." But the common implica- 
tions of the word "prayer,” with its suggestions of formal devotion, 
detailed petition — a definite somethmg asked for, and a definite 
duty done, by means of extemporary or traditional allocutions — 
do not really suggest the nature of those supersensual activities 
which the mystics mean to express in their use of this term 
Mystical prayer, or “orison” — the term which I propose for the 
sake of clearness to use here — ^has nothing m common with 
petition It IS not articulate, it has no forms. “It is,” says “The 
Mirror of St Edmund,” “naught else but yearning of soul — 
the expression of man’s metaphysical thirst. In it, says Grou, "the 
soul IS united to God in its ground, the created intelligence to the 
Intelhgence Increate, without the intervention of imagination or 
reason, or of anything but a very simple attention of the mind 
and an equally simple application of the ”» On the psychological 

side its development involves a steady discipline of the mystic’s 
rich subliminal mind, slowly preparing the channels m which the 
deeper consciousness is to flow. This discipline reduces to some 
sort of order, makes effective for hfe, those involuntary states of 
passivity, rapture and intuition which are the charactenstic ways 
in whidi an uncontrolled, uncultivated genius for the Absolute 
breaks out To the subject himself, however, his orison seems rather 
a free and mutual act of love, a supernatural intercourse between 
the soul and the divine, or some aspect of the divine, sometimes 
fuU of light and joy, sometimes dark and bare 3 In some of its 
degrees it IS a placid, trustful waiting upon messages from without 
In others, it is an inarticulate communion, a wordless rapture, a 
silent gazing upon God The mystics have exhausted all the 
resources of all tongues in their efforts to tell us of the rewards 

' Cap xvu ^ J N. Grou, “L’Ecole de Jesus," vol ii , p S 

J “I discover all truths m the interior of my soul," says Antomette Bourignan, 
“especially when I am recollected in my solitude m a forgetfulness of all Things 
Then my spirit communicates with Another Spirit, and they entertain one another 
as two friends who converse about serious matters And this conversation is so 
sweet that I have sometimes passed a whole day and a night in it without 
interruption or standing in need of meat or drink" (MacEwen, “Antoinette 
Bourignan, Quietist," p log). 
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which await those who wiU undertake this most sublime and 
difficult of arts 

As we come to know our friends better by having intercourse 
with them, so by this deliberate intercourse the self enters more 
and more deeply into the Heart of Reality Climbing like Dante 
step by step up the ladder of contemplation, it comes at last to 
the Empyrean, "ivi e perfetta, matura ed intera ciascuna disianza.”* 
The true end of orison, hke the true end of that mystical life 
within which it flowers, is the supreme meeting between Lover and 
Beloved, between God and the soul Its method is the method of 
the mystic life, transcendence a gradual elimination of sensible 
image, and bit by bit approximation of the contemplative self to 
reality, gradually producing within it those conditions in which 
union can take place This entails a concentration, a tummg 
inwards, of all those faculties which the normal self has been 
accustomed to turn outwards, and fritter upon the manifold 
illusions of daily life It means, during the hours of introversion, 
a retreat from and refusal of the Many, in order that the mind 
may be able to apprehend the One "Behold,” says Boehme, "if 
thou desirest to see God’s Light in thy Soul, and be divinely 
illuminated and conducted, this is the short way that thou art to 
take, not to let the Eye of thy Spmt enter into Matter or fill itself 
with any Thing whatever, either m Heaven or Earth, but to let 
it enter by a naked faith into the Light of the Maiesty ”» 

"What this opening of the ghostly eye is,” says Hilton, "the 
greatest clerk on earth could not imagine by his wit, nor show fully 
by his tongue For it may not be got by study nor through man's 
travail only, but pnncipally by grace of the Holy Ghost and 
with travail of man I dread miclde to speak aught of it, for me 
thmketh I cannot, it passeth mme assay, and my lips are unclean. 
Nevertheless, for I expect love asketh and love biddeth, therefore 
I shall say a little more of it as I hope love teacheth This opening 
of the ghostly eye is that lighty murkness and rich nought that 
I spake of before, and it may be called Purity of spirit and ghostly 
rest, inward stillness and peace of conscience, highness of thought 
and onlyness of soul, a lively feeling of grace and privity of heart, 
the waking sleep of the spouse and tasting of heavenly savour, burning 
in love and shining in light, entry of contemplation and reforming 
in feeling . . . they are divers m showing of words, nevertheless 
they are all one m sense of soothfastness ”3 
"Human industry,” says Hilton here, must be joined to "grace.” . 
If the spiritual eye is to be opened, definite work must be done: ^ 
So long as the "eye which looks upon Time” fills itself with tlmigs‘2 

I 

‘ Pm xxu 64.^ » “Dialogues of the Superbenbual Life," p. 66. « 

3 l^lon, “The Scale of Perfection," bk ii , cap xl . 
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and usurps the conscious field, that spiritual eye which “looks 
upon Eternity” can hardly act at all and this eye must not only 
be opened, it must be trained, so that it may endure to gaze 
steadfastly at the Uncreated Light This training and purging of 
the transcendental sight is descnbed under many images; "diverse 
in showing of words, one m sense and soothfastness ” Its essence 
is a progressive cleamng of the mirror, a progressive self-emptying 
of all that IS not real, the attainment of that unified state of 
consciousness which wiU permit a pure, imageless apprehension 
of the final Reahty which "hath no image” to be received by 
the self. “Naked orison,” "emptiness,” "nothingness,” “entire 
surrender,” "peaceful love in life naughted,” say the mystics 
again and again Where apprehension of the divine comes by way 
of vision or audition, this is but a concession to human weakness , 
a sign, they think, that "sensitive nature” is not yet wholly 
transcended It is a translation of the true tongue of angels into 
a dialect that the normal mind can understand A steady abolition 
of sense imagery, a cuttmg off of all possible sources of illusion, all 
possible encouragements of selfhood and pnde — the most fertile 
of aU sources of deception — ^this is the condition of pure sight, and 
the “degrees of orison,” the “steep stairs of love” which they 
climb so painfully, are based upon this necessity 

The terms used by individual mystics, the divisions which 
they adopt in describing the self’s progress in contemplation, are 
bewildenng in their variety. Here, more th2in elsewhere, the mama 
for classification has obsessed them We find, too, when we come 
to compare one with another, that the language which they 
employ is not always so exact as it seems nor are traditional terms 
always used in the saime sense Sometimes by the word "contempla- 
tion” they intend to descnbe the whole process of introversion 
sometimes they reserve it for the "orison of umon,” sometimes 
identify it with ecstasy It h2is been pointed out by Delacroix that 
even St Teresa’s classification of her own states is far from lucid, 
and vanes in each of her principal works.' Thus in the “Life” she 
appears to treat Recollection and Quiet as synonymous, whilst 
in "The Way of Perfection” these conditions are sharply differ- 
entiated. In "The Interior Castle” she adopts an entirely different 
system, the prayer of quiet being there called “tasting of God 
Finally, Augustine Baker, in treating of the "Prayer of Interior 
Silence and Quiet,” insists that by the term "Quiet” St Teresa 
did not mean this at all, but a form of “supernatural con- 
templation.”! 

' “litudes sur le Mysticisme,” p 18 

* Vida, cap xiv , “Camino do Perfeccion," cap. xxxi , "El Castillo Interior,’ 
Moradas Cuartas, cap u J “Holy Wisdom," Ireatise lu S " ‘-“'P 
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Thus we are gradually forced to the conclusion that the so-called 
"degrees of onson” so neatly tabulated by ascetic writers are 
largely artificial and symbohc that the process which they profess 
to describe is really, hke life itself, one and continuous — ^not a 
stairway but a slope — and the parts into which they break it up 
are diagrammatic. Nearly every mystic makes these breaks in a 
different place, though continuing to use the language of his pre- 
decessors In his efforts towards self-analysis he divides and sub- 
divides, combines and differentiates his individual moods. Hence 
the confusion of mind which falls upon those who try to harmonize 
different systems of contemplation to identify St Teresa’s “Four 
Degrees”' with Hugh of St Victor’s other four,* and with Richard 
of St. Victor’s "four steps of ardent love” 3 or to accommodate 
upon this diagram Hilton’s simple and poetic “three steps of 
contemplation”'! — Knowing, Lovmg, and Knowing-and-Lovmg — 
where the adventurer rather than the map-maker speaks Such 
fine shades, says Augustine Baker m this connection, are "mcely 
distinguished” by the author “rather out of a particular experience 
of the effects passing in his own soul' which perhaps are not the 
same in all” than for any more general reason S 

Some diagram, however, some set scheme, the wnter on intro- 
version must have, if he is to descnbe with lucidity the normal 
development of the contemplative consciousness and so long 
as the methodological nature of this diagram is kept in mind, 
there can be little objection to the use of it. I propose then to 
examine under three divisions that continuous and orderly 
growth, that gradual process of change, by which the mystical 
consciousness matures, and develops its apprehension of God 
We will give to these three divisions names famihar to all readers of 
ascetic literature Recollection, Quiet, and Contemplation Each 
of these three parts of the mtroversive experience may be discerned 
in embryo in that little experiment at which the reader has been 
invited to assist the act of concentration, the silence, the new per- 
ception which results. Each has a charactenstic beginning which 
Imks it with its predecessor, and a charactenstic end which shades 
off into the next state Thus Recollection commonly begins in 
Meditation and develops into the “Onson of Inward Silence or 
Simphcity,” which again melts mtb the true “Qmet.” “Quiet” as 
it becomes deeper passes into Ordinary Contemplation and this 

> Meditation, Quiet, a nameless “mtennediate" degree, and the Orison of 
Union (Vida, cap. xi ) 

* Meditation, Soliloquy, Consideration, Rapture (Hugh of St Victor, “De 
Contemplatione' ') 

3 “De Quatuor Gradibus Violentae Chantatis." Vtde supra, p 139 

4 “The Scale of Perfection,'' bk. 1 caps, iv. to viu, 

3 “Holy Wisdom," loc. cit., § 11 cap 1 
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grows through Contemplation proper to that Onson of Passive 
Union which is the highest of the non-ecstatic introversive states 
Merely to state the fact thus is to remind ourselves how smoothly 
continuous is this life-process of the soul 

It IS the object of contemplative prayer, as it is the object of all 
education, to disciphne and develop certain growing faculties 
Here, the faculties are those of the "transcendental self," the 
“new man” — all those powers which we associate with the 
“spiritual consciousness ” The “Sons of God," however, like the 
sons of men, begin as babies, and their first lessons must not be 
too hard Therefore the educative process conforms to and takes 
advantage of every step of the natural process of growth as we, 
in the education of our children, make the natural order in which 
their faculties develop the basis of our scheme of cultivation 
Recollection, Quiet, and Contemplation, then, answer to the 
order in which the mystic’s powers unfold Roughly speaking, we 
shall find that the form of spiritual attention which is called 
“Meditative” or “RecoUective” goes side by side with the Purifica- 
tion of the Self, that “Quiet” tends to be characteristic of Illumina- 
tion, that Contemplation proper — at any rate in its higher forms — 
is most fuUy experienced by those who have attained, or nearly 
attained, the Unitive Way At the same time, just as the self in 
its “first mystic life,” before it has passed through the dark night 
of the spirit, often seems to run through the whole gamut of 
spiritual states, and attain that immediate expenence of the 
Absolute which it seeks — though as a fact it has not reached those 
higher levels of consciousness on which true and permanent union 
takes place — so too in its onson At any point in its growth it may 
experience for bnef periods that imageless and overpowering sense 
of identity with the Absolute Life — that loving and exalted 
absorption in God — ^which is called "passiveunion,” and anticipates 
the consciousness which is charactenstic of the unitive life Over 
and over again m its “prayerful process” it recapitulates in little 
the whole great process of its hfe. It runs up for an instant to 
levels where it is not yet strong enough to dwell "seeks God in its 
ground” and finds that which it seeks. Therefore we must not 
be too strict in our identification of the grades of education with 
the stages of growth 

This education, rightly understood, is one coherent process 
it consists in a steady and voluntary surrender of the awakened 
consciousness, its feeling, thought, and will, to the play of those 
transcendental influences, that inflowing vitahty, which it con- 
ceives of as divine In the preparative process of Recollection, 
the unruly mind is brought into subjection In “Quiet” the eager 
will IS silenced, the “wheel of imagination” is stdled. In Contem- 



INTROVERSION; RECOLLECTION AND QUIET 311 

plation, the heart at last comes to its own — Cor ad cor loquitur. 
In their simplest forms, these three states involve the deliberate 
concentration upon, the meek resting in, the joyous communing 
with, the ineffable Object of man’s quest They require a pro- 
gressive concentration of the mystic’s powers, a gradual handing 
over of the reins from the surface intelhgence to the deeper mind , 
that essential self which alone is capable of God In Recollection 
the surface-mind still holds, so to speak, the leading strings but 
in "Quiet” it surrenders them wholly, allowing consciousness to 
sink into that "blissful silence in which God works and speaks.” 
This act of surrender, this dehberate negation of thought, is an 
essential preliminary of the contemplative state "Lovers put out 
the candles and draw the curtains when they wish to see the god 
and the goddess , and in the higher communion the night of thought 
is the hght of perception 

The education of the self in the successive degrees of onson has 
been compared by St Teresa, in a celebrated passage in her Life, 
to four ways of watenng the garden of the soul so that it may 
bnng forth its flowers and fruits * The first and most primitive of 
these ways is meditation This, she says, is like drawing water by 
hand from a deep well the slowest and most labonous of all means 
of imgation Next to this is the onson of quiet, which is a little 
better and easier for here soul seems to receive some help, i e,, with 
the stilling of the senses the subliminal faculties are brought into 
play The well has now been fitted with a windlass — that httle 
Moorish water-wheel possessed by every Castilian farm Hence 
we get more water for the energy we expend more sense of reahty 
in exchange for our abstraction from the unreal Also "the water 
IS higher, and accordingly the labour is much less than it was when 
the water had to be drawn out of the depths of the well I mean 
that the water is nearer to it, for grace now reveals itself more 
distinctly to the soul ” In the third stage, or orison of union, we 
leave all voluntary activities of the mind the gardener no longer 
depends on his own exertions, contact between subject and object 
is estabhshed, there is no more stress and strain It is as if a little 
river now ran through our garden and watered it We have but 
to direct the stream In the fourth and highest stage, Gqd Hiniself 
waters our garden with ram from heaven "drop bv 4 rop ” The 
attitude of the self is now that of perfect receptivity, "passive 
contemplation,” loving trust Individual activity is sunk in the 
“great hfe of the AU ”3 

The measure of the mystic’s real progress and must always 

• Coventry Patmore, “The Rod, the Root, and Flower," “Aurea Dicta," 
mil. * Vidjg ’|§ lo and ii 

3 The detailed analysis of these four degrees fills / ’pg _xviu of the Vide 
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be his progress m love; for his apprehension is an apprehension of 
the heart His education, his watenng of the garden of the soul, 
IS a cultivation of this one flower— this Rosa Mystica which has 
its root in God His advance m contemplation, then, will be 
accompanied step by step by those exalted feehng-states which 
Richard of St Victor called the Degrees of Ardent Love. Without 
their presence, all the drill in the world wiU not bring hun to the 
tnie contemplative state, though it may easily produce abnormal 
powers of perception of the kind familiar to students of the occult 

Thus our theory of mystic education is in close accord with our 
theory of mystic hfe In both, there is a progressive surrender 
of selfhood under the steady advance of conquenng love, a 
stdhng of that "I, Me, and Mine,” which is hnked by all the 
senses, and by all its own desires, to the busy world of visible 
things This progressive surrender usually appears in the practice 
of onson as a progressive inward retreat from circumference to 
centre; to that ground of the soul, that substantial somewhat in 
man, deep buned for most of us beneath the great rubbish- heap 
of our surface-interests, where human hfe and divine hfe meet. 
To clear away the rubbish-heap so that he may get down to this 
treasure-house is from one point of view the initial task of the 
contemplative This clearing away is the first part of "introver- 
sion” that ]oumey inwards to his own centre where, stnpped of 
aU his cleverness and ment, reduced to his “nothingness,” he can 
“meet God without intermediary ” This ground of the soul, this 
strange inward sanctuary to which the normal man so seldom 
penetrates, is, says Eckhart, “immediately receptive of the Divme 
Being,” and “no one can move it but God done.”' There the 
finite self encounters the Infimte, and, by a close and loving 
communion with and feeding on the attnbutes of the Divine 
Substance, is remade m the interests of the Absolute Life This 
encounter, the consummation of mystical culture, is what we mean 
by contemplation in its highest form Here we are on the verge of 
that great self-merging act which is of the essence of pure love 
which Reality has sought of us, and we have unknowingly desired 
of iL^ere contemplation and umon are one “Thus do we grow,” 
says Ruysbroeck, “and, earned above ourselves, above reason, 
into the very heart of love, there do we feed according to the 
spirit, and taking flight for the Godhead by naked love, we go 
to the encounter of the Bridegroom, to the encounter of His Spirit, 
which is His love , and thus we are brought forth by God, out of 

" Pred 1 This doctrine of man's latent absoluteness, expressed under a 
multitude of different symbols, is the central dogma of mysticism, and the 
guarantee of the validity iSf the contemplative process In its extreme form, it 
can hardly be defended from the charge of pantheism, but the Chnstian mystics 
are usually careful to steer cloar of tlm danger 
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our selfhood, into the immersion of love, m which we possess 
blessedness and are one with God.”' 

Recollection 

The beginning of the process of introversion, the first dehberate 
act in which the self turns towards the inward path, will not merely 
be the yielding to an instinct, the indulgence of a natural taste 
for reverie , it will be a voluntary and purposeful undertaking Like 
conversion, it entails a break with the obvious, which must, of 
necessity, involve and affect the whole normal consciousness. It 
will be evoked by the mystic’s love, and directed by his reason , 
but can only be accomplished by the strenuous exercise of his will. 
These preparatory labours of the contemplative hfe — these first 
steps upon the ladder — are, says St Teresa, very hard, and require 
greater courage than aU the rest » All the scattered interests of the 
self have here to be collected, there must be a dehberate and 
unnatural act of attention, a dehberate expelhng of all discordant 
images from the consciousness — a hard and ungrateful task Since 
the transcendental faculties are still young and weak, the senses 
not wholly mortified, it needs a stern determination, a “wilful 
choice,” if we are to succeed in concentrating our attention upon 
the whispered messages from within, undistracted by the loud 
voices which besiege us from without 

“How,” says the Disciple to the Master in one of Boehme's 
"Dialogues,” “am I to seek in the Centre this Fountain of Light 
which may enhghten me throughout and bring my properties into 
perfect harmony? I am in Nature, as I said before, and which 
way shall I pass through Nature and the light thereof, so that I 
may come into the supernatural and supersensual ground whence 
this true Light, which is the Light of Minds, doth arise, and this 
without the destruction of my nature, or quenching the Light of it, 
which is my reason ? 

"Master. Cease but from thme own activity, steadfastly fixing 
thine Eye upon one Point. .For this end, gather m aU thy 
thoughts, and by faith press into the Centre, laying hold upon the 
Word of God, which is mfedhble and which hath called thee. Be 
thou obedient to this call, and be silent before the Lord, sitting 
alone with Him m thy inmost and most hidden cell, thy mmd 
being centrally united in itself, and attending His Will in the 
patience of hope So shall thy Light break forth as the morning, 
and after the redness thereof is passed, the Sun himself, whi^ 
thou waitest for, shall anse unto thee, and under his most heahng 
wings thou shalt greatly rejoice, ascending and descending in 

' Ruysbroeck, “De Calculo” (condensed) * Vida, cap. xi. § 17. 
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his bright and health-giving beams. Behold, this is the true Super- 
sensual Ground of Life 

In this short paragraph Boehme has caught and described the 
psychological state in which all introversion must begin the 
primary simplification of consciousness, steadfastly fixing the soul's 
eye upon one point, and theturmng inwards of the whole conative 
powers for a purpose rather beheved in than known, “by faith 
pressing into the centre ” 

The unfortunate word Recollection, which the hasty reader is 
apt to connect with remembrance, is the traditional term by 
which mystical writers define just such a voluntary concentration, 
such a first collecting or gathenng in of the attention of the self 
to Its "most hidden cell ’’ That self is as yet unacquainted with 
the strange plane of silence which so soon becomes familiar to 
those W'ho attempt even the lowest activities of the contemplative 
life, where the self is released from succession, the noises of the 
world are never heard, and the great adventures of the spirit take 
place It stands here between the two planes of its being, the Eye 
of Time IS still awake. It knows that it wants to enter the inner 
world, that “interior palace where the King of Kings is guest” ’ 
but it must find some device to help it over the threshold — rather, 
in the language of psychology, to shift that threshold and permit 
its subliminal intuition of the Absolute to emerge 

This device is as a rule the practice of meditation, in which the 
state of Recollection usually begins that is to say, the deliberate 
consideration of and dwelling upon some one aspect of Reality — 
an aspect most usually chosen from amongst the religious beliefs 
of the self Thus Hindu mystics will brood upon a sacred word, 
whilst Christian contemplatives set before their minds one of the 
names or attnbutes of God, a fragment of Scripture, an incident 
of the life of Christ , and allow — indeed encourage — this considera- 
tion, and the ideas and feelings which flow from it, to occupy the 
whole mental field This powerful suggestion, kept before the 
consciousness by an act of will, overpowers the stream of small 
suggestions which the outer world pours incessantly upon the 
mind The self, concentrated upon this image or idea, dwelling 
on it more than thinking about it — as one may gaze upon a picture 
that one loves — falls gradually and insensibly into the condition of 
reverie, and, protected by this holy day-dream from the more 
distracting dream of hte, sinks into itself, and becomes in the 
language of asceticism"recollected” or gathered together Although 
it IS deliberately ignoring the whole of its usual “external 
universe,” its faculties are wide awake all have had their part in 

' “Dialogues of the SupeiBensual Life," p. 56. 

’ St Teresa, “Camino de Perfeccion," cap xxx 
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the wilful production of this state of consciousness • and this it is 
which marks off meditation and recollection from the higher or 
"ihfused" degrees of orison 

Such meditation as this, says Richard of St Victor, is the activity 
proper to one who has attained the first degree of ardent love By 
it, "God enters into the mind,” and "the mind also enters into 
itself”, and thus receives m its inmost cell the "first visit of the 
Beloved ” It is a kind of half-way house between the perception of 
Appearance and the perception of Reality To one in whom this 
state IS established consciousness seems like a blank field, save for 
the "one point” in its centre, the subject of the meditation. 
Towards this focus the introversive self seems to press inwards 
from every side, still faintly conscious of the buzz of the external 
world outside its ramparts, but refusing to respond to its appeals. 
Presently the subject of meditation begins to take on a new 
significance, to glow with life and hght The contemplative 
suddenly feels that he knows it , m the complete, vital, but in- 
describable way in which one knows a friend More, through it 
hints are coming to him of mightier, nameless things It ceases to 
be a picture, and becomes a window through which the mystic 
peers out into the spiritual universe, and apprehends to some 
extent — though how, he knows not — the veritable presence 
of God 

In these meditative and recoUective states, the self still feels 
very clearly the edge of its own personality its separateness from 
the Somewhat Other, the divine reality set over against the soul 
It IS aware of that reahty the subject of its meditation becomes 
a symbol through which it receives a distinct message from the 
transcendental world But it is still operating in a natural way — 
as mystical writers would say, "by means of the faculties ” There 
is yet no conscious fusion with a greater Life, no resting in the 
divine atmosphere, as in the "Quiet”, no involuntary and ecstatic 
hfting up of the soul to direct apprehension of truth, as m con- 
templation Recollection is a d^nite psychic condition, which 
has logical psychic results Originally induced by meditation, or 
absorbed brooding upon certain eispects of the Real, it develops 
in the Self, by way of the strenuous control exercised by the 
will over the understanding, a power of cutting its connection 
with the external world, and retreating to the inner world of 
the spint 

"True recollection,” says St Teresa, "has characteristics by 
which it can be easily recognized It produces a certain effect 
which I do not know how to explain, but which is well understood 
by those who have experienced it ... It is true that recollection 
has several degrees, and that in the beginning these great effects 
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are not felt, because it is not yet profound enough. But support 
the pain which you first feel in recollecting yourself, despise the 
rebelhon of nature, overcome the resistance of the body, which 
loves a liberty which is its rum, learn self-conquest, persevere thus 
for a time, and you wiU perceive very clearly the advantages which 
you gam from it As soon as you apply yourself to orison, you will 
at once feel your senses gather themselves together they seem like 
bees which return to the hive and there shut themselves up to 
work at the making of honey, and this wiU take place without 
effort or care on your part God thus rewards the violence which 
your soul has been doing to itself; and gives to it such a domina- 
tion over the senses that a sign is enough when it desires to recol- 
lect itself, for them to obey and so gather themselves together 
At the first call of the will, they come back more and more quickly 
At last, after countless exercises of this kind, God disposes them to 
a state of utter rest and of perfect contemplation 
This description makes it clear that “recollection” is a form of 
spiritual gymnastics, less valuable for itself than for the training 
which it gives, the powers which it develops. In it, says St. Teresa 
again, the soul enters with its God into that Paradise which is 
within itself, and shuts the door behind it upon all the things of 
the world. "You should know, my daughters,” she continues, 
“that this is no supernatural act, but depends upon our wiU, and 
that therefore we can do it with that ordinary assistance of God 
which we need for all our acts and even for our good thoughts 
For here we are not concerned with the silence of the faculties, 
but with a simple retreat of these powers into the ground of the 
soul. There are vanous ways of arriving at it, and these ways are 
described in different books There it is said that we must abstract 
the mind from exterior things, in order that we may inwardly 
approach God that even in our work we ought to retire within 
ourselves, though it be only for a moment that this remembrance 
of a God who companions us within, is a great help to us , finally, 
that we ought little by little to habituate ourselves to gentle and 
silent converse with Him, so that He may make us feel His 
presence in the soul.”® 


Quiet 

More important for us, because more characteristically mystical, 
is the next great stage of orison that curious and extremely 
definite mental state which mystics call the Prayer of Quiet or 
Simplicity, or sometimes the Interior Silence. This represents 

1 “Camino de Perfeccion,” cap xxx 
> Op ctt , cap XXXI 
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the result for consciousness of a further degree of that inward 
retreat which Recollection began 
Out of the deep, slow brooding and pondering on some mystery, 
some incomprehensible hnk between himself and the Real, or the 
dehberate practice of loving attention to God, the contemplative 
— perhaps by way of a series of moods and acts which his analytic 
powers may cause him "mcely to distinguish" — ^ghdes, almost 
insensibly, on to a plane of perception for which human speech 
has few eqmvalents It is a plane which is apparently characterized 
by an immense increase in the receptivity of the self, and by an 
ahnost complete suspension of the reflective powers. The strange 
silence whidi is the outstanding quality of this state — almost the 
only note m regard to it which the surface-intelhgence can secure 
— ^is not descnbable Here, as Samuel Rutherford said of another 
of life’s secrets, “Come and see will tell you much, come nearer will 
say more " Here the self passes beyond the stage at which its 
perceptions are capable of being dealt with by thought It can no 
longer "take notes” can only surrender itself to the stream of an 
inflowing hfe, and to the direction of a larger will Discursive 
thought would only interfere with this process as it interferes 
with the vital processes of the body if it once gets them under its 
control. That thought, then, already disciplined by Recollection, 
gathered up, and forced to work in the interests of the transcen- 
dental mind, is now to be entirely inhibited 
As Recollection becomes deeper, the self slides into a certain 
dim yet vivid consciousness of the Infinite The door tight shut 
on the sensual world, it becomes aware that it is immersed in a 
more real world which it cannot define It rests quietly m this 
awareness quite silent, utterly at peace In the place of the 
struggles for complete concentration which mark the beginning 
of Recollection, there is now "a living, somehow self-acting 
recollection — ^with God, His peace, power, and presence, nght m 
the midst of this rose of spiritual fragrance With this surrender 
to something bigger, as with the surrender of conversion, comes 
an immense relief of strain. This is "Qmet” m its most perfect 
form: this sinking, as it were, of the little child of the Infinite into 
its Father's arms The giving up of I-hood, the process of self- 
stripping, which we have seen to be the essence of the purification 
of the s^, finds its parallel in this phase of the contemplative 
experience. Here, m this complete cessation of man’s proud effort 
to do somewhat of himself. Humility, who rules the Fourth 
Degree of Love, begms to be known in her paradoxical beauty and 
power. Consciousness loses to find, and dies that it may hve. No 
longer, in RoUe’s pungent phrase, is it a "Raunsaker of the myghte 
< F. von Hilgel, “Letters to a Niece," p. 140. 
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of Godd and of His Majeste.”* Thus the act by which it passes into 
the Quiet is a sacrament of the whole mystic quest of the turning 
from doing to being, the abolition of separateness m the interests 
of the Absolute Life 

The state of "Quiet,” we have said, entails suspension of the 
surface-consciousness yet consciousness of the subject’s person- 
ality remains It follows, generally, on a penod of deliberate and 
loving recollection, of a slow and steady withdrawal of the atten- 
tion from the channels of sense. To one who is entenng this state, 
the external world seems to get further and further away till at 
last nothing but the paramount fact of his own existence remains 
So startling, very often, is the deprivation of all his accustomed 
mental furniture, of the noise and flashing of the transmitting 
instruments of sense, that the negative aspect of his condition 
dominates consciousness, and he can but describe it as a nothing- 
ness, a pure passivity, an emptiness, a "naked” orison He is there, 
as it were poised, resting, waitmg, he does not know for what 
only he is conscious that all, even in this utter emptiness, is well 
Presently, however, he becomes aware that Something fills tins 
emptiness, something omnipresent, intangible, like sunny air. 
Ceasing to attend to the messages from without, he begins to 
notice That which has always been withm. His whole being is 
thrown open to its influence it permeates his consciousness 

There are, then, two aspects of the Orison of Quiet the aspect 
of depnvation, of emptiness which begins it, and the aspect of 
acquisition, of something found, in which it is complete In its 
description, aU mystics wiU be found to lean to one side or the 
other, to the affirmative or negative element which it contains 
The austere mysticism of Eckhart and his followers, their tempera- 
mental sympathy with the Neoplatonic language of Dionysius 
the Areopagite, caused them to describe it — and also very often 
the higher state of contemplation to which it leads — as above all 
things an emptiness, a divine dark, an ecstatic deprivation They 
will not profane its deep satisfactions by the inadequate terms 
proper to earthly peace and joy and, true to their school, fall back 
on the paradoxically suggestive powers of negation To St Teresa, 
and mystics of her type, on the other hand, even a little and 
inadequate image of its joy seems better than none To them it is 
a sweet calm, a gentle silence, m which the lover apprehends the 
presence of the Beloved a God-given state, over which the self 
has little control 

In Eckhart’s writings enthusiastic descriptions of the Quiet, of 
inward silence and passivity as the fruit of a dehberate recollec- 
tion, abound. In his view, the psychical state of Quiet is pre- 
‘ Fiose Treatises of Itichard Kolle (E.E.T.S. 20], p. 42. 
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eminently that in which the soul of man begins to be united with 
its "ground,” Pure Being. It marks the transition from "natural" 
to "supernaturaT'prayer.The emptyingof thefieldof consciousness, 
its cleansing of £ll images — even of those symbols of Reality 
which eire the objects of meditation — is the necessary condition 
under which alone this encounter can take place. 

"The soul,” he says, "with all its powers, has divided and 
scattered itself in outward things, each according to its functions 
the power of sight in the eye, the power of hearing in the ear, the 
power of taste m the tongue, and thus they are the less able to 
work inwardly, for every power which is divided is imperfect. 
So the soul, if she would work mwardly, must call home all her 
powers and collect them from all divided things to one inward 
work. ... If a man will work an inward work, he must pour all 
lus powers into himself as into a comer of the soul, and must hide 
himself from all images and forms, and then he can work Then 
he must come into a forgetting and a not-knowing He must be m 
a stiUness and silence, where the Word may be heard One cannot 
draw near to this Word better than by st il lness and silence then 
it is heard and understood in utter ignorance When one knows 
nothing, it IS opened and revealed Then we shall become aware of 
the Divine Ignorance, and our ignorance will be ennobled and 
adorned with supernatural knowledge. And when we simply keep 
ourselves receptive, we are more perfect than when at work.” ^ 

The psychic state of Quiet has a further value for the mystic, 
as being the intellectual complement and expression of the moral 
state of humihty and receptivity the very condition, says 
Eckhart, of the New Birth. “It may be asked whether this Birth 
is best accomphshed in Man when he does the work and forms and 
thinks himself into God, or when he keeps himself m Silence, GtiUness 
and peace, so that God may speak and work m him , . the best 
and noblest way in which thou mayst come into this work and 
life IS by keeping silence, and letting God work and speak When 
aU the powers are withdrawn from their work and images, there is 
this word spoken,”* 

Eckhart's view of the primary importance of “Quiet” as 
essentially the mtroverted state is shared by all those mediaeval 
mystics who lay stress on the psychological rather than the 
objective aspect of the spiritual life They regard it as the necessary 
prehnunary of all contemplation, and describe it as a normal 
phase of the inner experience, possible of attainment by all those 
who have sufficiently disciplmed themselves m patience, recol- 
lection, and humihty. 

In an old Enghsh mystical tract by the author of "The Cloud 

‘ Meister Eckhait, Pred. u ‘ Ibid , Pred. i. 
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of Unknowing” there is a curious and detailed instruction on the 
disposition of mind proper to this orison of silence It clearly owes 
much to the teaching of the Areopagite, and something surely — 
if we may judge by its vivid and exact instructions — ^to personal 
expenence “'\^en thou comest by thyself,” says the master to 
the disciple for whom this “pystle” was composed, "think not 
before what thou shalt do after but forsake as weU good thoughts 
as evil thoughts, and pray not with thy mouth, but lift thee right 
well . . . And look that nothing hve m thy working mmd but a 
naked mtent stretchmg unto God, not clothed in any special 
thought of God in thyself, how He is m Himself or in any of His 
works, but only that He is as He is. Let Him be so, I pray thee, 
and make Him on none otherwise speech, nor search m Him by 
subtilty of wit • but beheve by thy ground. This naked intent freely 
fastened and grounded by very belief, shall be nought else to thy 
thought and thy feelmg but a naked thought and a blind feeling 
of thine own bemg . . . That darkness be thy mirror and thy mmd 
whole. Think no further of thyself than I bid thee do of thy God, 
so that thou be oned with Him m spirit as m thought, without 
departing and scattering, for He is thy being and in Him thou art 
that thou art not only by cause and by being, but also He is in thee 
both thy cause and thy being And therefore thmk on God as in 
this work as thou dost on thyself, and on thyself as thou dost on 
God, that He is as He is, and thou art as thou art, and that thy 
thought be not scattered nor departed but privied in Him that 
IS AU ”1 

“Let Him be so, I pray thee'” It is an admonition against 
spiritual worry, an entreaty to the mdividual, already at work 
twisting expenence to meet his own conceptions, to let things 
be as they are, to receive and be content Leave off doing, that 
you may be Leave off analysis, that you may know "That meek 
darkness be thy mirror” — ^humble receptivity is the watchword 
of this state “In this,” says Eckhart finely, "the soul is of equal 
capacity with God As God is boundless m giving, so the soul is 
boundless in receiving And as God is almighty m His work, so 
the soul is an abyss of receptivity and so she is formed anew with 
God and in God. . . . The disciples of St. Dionysius asked him why 
Timotheus surpassed them all m perfection Then said Dionysius, 
‘Timotheus is receptive of God.’ And thus thine ignorance is not a 
defect but thy highest perfection, and thme inactivity thy highest 
work And so in this work thou must bring aU thy works to nought 
and all thy powers into sdence, if thou wilt m truth experience 
this birth withm thyself ”* 

I “An Epistle of Pnvate Counsel" (B M Harl. 674) Printed, with slight 
textual variations, in “The Cloud of Unknowing, and other Treatises," edited by 
Dom Justin McCann. > Eckhart, Prcd u. 
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It is interesting to contrast these descriptions of the Quiet with 
St. Teresa’s subjective account of the same psychological state. 
Where the English mystic’s teaching is full of an implied appeal 
to the will, the Spanish saint is all for the involuntary, or, as she 
would call it, the ".supernatural” actions of the soul “This true 
orison of quiet," she says, "has in it an element of the supernatural 
We cannot, in spite of aU our efforts, procure it for ourselves It 
is a sort of peace m which the soul establishes herself, or rather in 
which God establishes the soul, as He did the righteous Simeon. 
AU her powers are at rest She understands, but otherwise than by 
the senses, that she is already near her God, and that if she draws 
a little nearer, she will become by union one with Him She does 
not see this with the eyes of the body, nor with the eyes of the soul 
... It IS like the repose of a traveUer who, within sight of the goal, 
stops to take breath, and then continues with new strength upon 
his way. One feels a great bodily comfort, a great satisfaction of 
soul • such IS the happmess of the soul in seeing herself close to the 
spring, that even without drmkmg of the waters she finds herself 
refreshed It seems to her that she wants nothmg more the 
faculties which are at rest would like always to remain still, for 
the least of their movements is able to trouble or prevent her love 
Those who are in this orison wish their bodies to remain motionless, 
for it seems to them that at the least movement they wiU lose this 
sweet peace they are in the palace close to their King, and 
they see that He begins to give them His kingdom It seems to 
them that they are no longer m the world, and they wish neither 
to hear nor to see it, but only God There is this difference 
between the orison of quiet and that m which the whole soul is 
united to God ; that m this last the soul has not to absorb the 
Divme Food God deposits it with her, she knows not how The 
orison of quiet, on the other hand, demands, it seems to me, a 
slight effort ; but it is accompanied by so much sweetness that 
one hardly feels it 

“A shght effort,” says St Teresa "A naked intent stretching,” 
says the “Pystle of Private Counsel ” These words mark the 
frontier between the true and healthy mystic state of "Quiet” and 
its morbid perversion in "Quietism” • the difference between the 
tense stiUness of the athlete and the limp passivity of the sluggard, 
who is really lazy, though he looks resigned True "Quiet” is a 
means, not an end is actively embraced, not passively endured 
It is a phase m the self’s growth m contemplation , a bndge which 
leads from its old and unco-ordmated life of activity to its new, 
unified life of deep action — the real "mystic life” of man. This 

I “Canuno de Perfeccion," cap xxxiu The whole chapter, which is a marvel 
of subtle analysis, should be read m this connection 

Y 
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state IS desired by the mystic, not in order that consciousness may 
remain a blank, but m order that the "Word which is Alive” may 
be written thereon Too often, however, this fact has been ignored; 
and the Intenor Silence has been put by wayward transcenden- 
talists to other and less admirable use. 

"Quiet” is the danger-zone of introversion Of all forms of 
mystical activity, perhaps this has been the most abused, the least 
understood. Its theory, seized upon, divorced from its context, 
and developed to excess, produced the foohsh and dangerous 
exaggerations of Quietism and these, m their turn, caused a 
wholesale condemnation of the pnnciple of passivity, and made 
many superficial persons regard “naked orison” as an essentially 
heretical act * The accusation of Quietism has been hurled at 
mystics whose only fault was a looseness of language which laid 
them open to misapprehension Others, however, have certamly 
contnved, by a perversion and isolation of the teachings of great 
contemplatives on this pomt, to justify the dehberate production 
of a half-h3rpnotic state of passivity. With this meanmgless state 
of "absorption m nothing at all” they were content, claimmg that 
in it they were in touch with the divme hfe, and therefore 
exempt from the usual duties and limitations of human existence 
"Quietism,” usually, and rather unfairly, regarded as the special 
foUy of Madame Guyon and her disciples, already existed m a far 
more dangerous form in the Middle Ages: and was descnbed 
and denounced by Ruysbroeck, one of the greatest masters of 
true introversion whom the Christian world has know 

"Such quietude,”he says, “is nought else but idleness, into which 
a man has fallen, and m which he forgets himself and God and 
all things m all that has to do with activity This repose is wholly 
contrary to the supernatural repose one possesses in God, for 
that is a loving self-mergence and simple gazing at the Incom- 
prehensible Brightness, actively sought with inward desire, and 
found m fruitive mchnation. . When a man possesses this rest 
m false idleness, and all loving adherence seems a hindrance to 
him, he chngs to himself in his quietude and lives contrary to the 
first way in which man is united with God ; and this is the begmning 
of all ghostly error.”^ 

There can be no doubt that for selves of a certain psychical 
constitution, such a "false idleness” is only too easy of attainment 
They can by wilful seU-suggestion deliberately produce this empti- 
ness, this inward silence, and luxunate in its peaceful effects To 
do tins from self-regarding motives, or to do it to excess — to let 

' Note, for instance, the cautious language of “Holy Wisdom," Treatise ui 
§ 1 1 r cap. vu. 

> Ruysbroeck, “De Omatu Spiritalium Nuptiarum," 1 u. caps. Ixvi. (condensed). 
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"peaceful enjoyment” swamp "active love” — ^is a mystical vice: 
and this perversion of the spintual faculties, like perversion of the 
natural faculties, brmgs degeneration m its train. It leads to the 
absurdities of "holy indifference,” and ends m the complete 
stultification of the mental and moral life The true mystic never 
tries dehberately to enter the orison of quiet . with St Teresa, he 
regards it as a supernatural gift, beyond his control, though fed 
by his wiU and love That is to “^ay, where it exists m a healthy 
form, it appears spontaneously, as a phase in normal development , 
not as a self-induced condition, a psychic trick 

The balance to be struck in this stage of mtroversion can only 
be expressed, it seems, in paradox The true condition of quiet, 
according to the great mystics, is at once active and passive it is 
pure surrender, but a surrender which is not limp self-abandon- 
ment, but rather the free and constantly renewed self-giving and 
self-emptying of a burning love The departmental intellect is 
silenced, but the totality of character is flung open to the mfluence 
of the Real Personality is not lost only its hard edge is gone A 
"rest most busy,” says Hilton. Like the soaring of an eagle, says 
Augustine Baker, when "the flight is continued for a good space 
wi^ a great swiftness, but withal with great stiUness, quietness 
and ease, without any wavmg of the wings at all, or the least force 
used in any member, bemg in as much ease and stillness as if she 
were reposing m her nest 

"According to the unanimous teaching of the most experienced 
and explicit of the specifically Theistic and Christian mystics,” 
says Von Hugel, "the appearance, the soul’s own impression, of 
a cessation of life and energy of the soul in periods of special union 
with God, or of great advance in spintuality, is an appearance 
only. Indeed this, at such times strong, impression of rest springs 
most certainly from an unusually large amount of actualized 
energy, an energy which is now penetrating, and findmg expression 
by ever pore and fibre of the soul. The whole moral and spiritual 
creature expands and rests, yes; but this very rest is produced 
by Action, 'unperceived because so fleet, so near, so all-fulfilling ' ”* 

The great teachers of Quietism, having arrived at and experi- 
enced the psychological state of "quiet”- having known the 
ineffable peace and certainty, the bliss which follows on its act 
of complete surrender, its utter and speechless resting in the 
Absolute Life, believed themselves to have discovered in this half- 
way house the goal of the mystic quest Therefore, whilst much 
of their teaching remains true, as a real description of a real and 
valid state experienced by almost all contemplatives in the course 

> “HoW Wisdom," Tieatisc ui § ni cap vn 

> Von Hugel, ‘‘The Mystical Element of Religion," vol. u. p. 132. 
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of their development, the inference which they drew from it, that 
in this mere blank abiding in the deeps the soul had reached the 
end of her course, was untrue and bad for life 

Thus Mohnos gives in the "Spiritual Guide” many unexceptional 
maxims upon Interior Silence "By not speaking nor desiring, and 
not thinking,” he says justly enough of the contemplative spirit, 
"she arrives at the true and perfect mystical silence wherem God 
speaks with the soul, communicates Himself to it, and in the abyss 
of its own depth teaches it the most perfect and exalted wisdom 
He calls and guides it to this inward solitude and mystical silence, 
when He says that He will speak to it alone in the most secret and 
hidden part of the heart ” Here Mohnos speaks the language of all 
m5rstics, yet the total result of his teaching was to suggest to the 
ordinary mind that there was a peculiar virtue in doing nothing 
at aU, and that all dehberate spiritual activities were bad 1 

Much of the teachmg of modem "mystical” cults is thus cmdely 
quietistic It insists on the necessity of "going into the silence," 
and even, with a strange temerity, gives preparatory lessons in 
subconscious meditation a proceeding which might well provoke 
the laughter of the saints The faithful, being gathered together, 
are taught by simple exercises in recollection the way to attain 
the "Quiet ” By this mental trick the modem transcendentalist 
naturally attains to a state of vacant placidity, in which he rests 
and "remammg in a distracted idleness and misspending the time 
in expectation of extraordinary visits,” believes — with a faith 
which many of the orthodox might envy — that he is here "united 
with his Pnnciple ” But, though the psychological state which 
contemplatives call the prayer of quiet is a common condition of 
mystical attainment, it is not by itself mystical at all It is a state 
of preparation a way of opening the door That which comes in 
when the door is opened wiU be that which we truly and passion- 
ately desire The will makes plain the way the heart — ^the whole 
man — conditions the guest The true contemplative, coming to 
this plane of utter stillness, does not desire "extraordinary favours 
and visitations,” but the privilege of breathing for a little while the 
atmosphere of Love He is about that which St Bernard called 
"the business of all businesses” goes, m perfect simphcity, to the 
encounter of Perfection, not to the development of himself 

So, even at this apparently "passive” stage of his progress, the 
mystic’s operations are found on analysis to have a dynamic 
and purposive character his very repose is the result of stress 
He is a pilgnm that stiU seeks his country Urged by his innate 
tendency to transcendence, he is on his way to higher levels, more 

• He goes so far as to say in one of his "condemned" propositions, “Oportet 
hominom suas potentias annihdarc," and'Veife operari active est Deum offenderc " 
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sublime fulfilments, greater self-giving acts Though he may have 
forsaken all superficial activity, deep, urgent action still remains 
“ITie possession of God,” says Ruysbroeck, "demands and 
supposes active love He who thinks or feels otherwise is deceived 
All our life as it is in God is immersed in blessedness all our life 
as it is m ourselves is immersed m active love. And though we 
live wholly m ourselves and wholly m God, it is but one life , but 
it IS twofold and opposite accordmgto our feeling — rich and poor, 
hungry and fulfilled, active and quiet The essential difference 
between this true "active" Quiet and Quietism of all kinds has 
been admirably expressed by Baron von Hugel "Quietism, the 
doctrine of the One Act , passivity m a literal sense, as the absence 
or imperfection of the power or use of initiative on the soul's 
part, m any and every state, these doctrines were finally con- 
demned, and most rightly and necessarily condemned, the Prayer 
of Quiet and the various states and degrees of an ever-mcreasmg 
predommance of Action over Activity — an action which is all the 
more the soul's very own, because the more occasioned, directed, 
and informed by God’s action and stimulation — ^these and the 
other chief I m es of the ancient experience and practice remain 
as true, correct, and necessary as ever ”* 

The "ever-increasing predominance of Action over Activity” — 
the deep and vital movement of the whole self, too utterly absorbed 
for self-consciousness, set over against its fussy surface-energies — 
here is the true ideal of orison This must inform all the soul’s 
aspiration towards union with the absolute Life and Love which 
waits at the door It is an ideal which includes Quiet, as surely as 
it excludes Quietism 

As for that doctrine of the One Act here mentioned, which was 
preached by the more extreme quietists, it, like all else in this 
movement, was the perversion of a great mystical truth It taught 
that the turning of the soul towards Reality, the merging of the 
will in God, which is the very heart of the mystic life, was One Act, 
never to be repeated This done, the self had nothing more to do 
but to rest in the Divine Life, be its unresisting instrument Pure 
passivity and indifference were its ideal All activity was forbidden 
it, all choice was a negation of its surrender, aU striving was 
unnecessary and wrong It needed only to rest for evermore and 
"let God work and speak in the silence.” This doctrine is so 
utterly at vanance with all that we know of the laws of life and 
growth, that it haidly seems to stand in need of condemnation. 
Such a state of indifferencje — ^which the quietists strove m vain to 
identify with that state of Pure Love which "seeketh not its own” 

* “De Calculo,’^' cap ix 

" “The Mystici; Elemeatof Religion," vol u. p. 143. 
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in spiritual things — cannot coexist with any of those “degrees of 
ardent chanty” through which man’s spirit must pass on its 
]ourney to the One and this alone is enough to prove its non- 
mystical character 

It is only fair to Madame Guyon to say that she cannot justly 
be charged with preaching this exaggeration of passivity, though 
a loose and fluid style has allowed many unfortunate inferences 
to be drawn from her works. "Some persons,” she says, "when 
they hear of the prayer of qmet, falsely imagine that the soul 
remmns stupid, dead, and inactive But unquestionably it acteth 
therein, more nobly and more extensively than it had ever done 
before, for God Himself is the Mover and the soul now acteth by 
the agency of His Spirit . Instead, then, of promoting idleness, 
we promote the highest activity, by inculcating a total dependence 
on the Spint of God as our moving principle, for in Him we live 
and move and have our being . . Our activity should therefore 
consist in endeavounng to acquire an^ maintain such a state as 
may be most susceptible of divine impressions, most flexile to 
all the operations of the Eternal Word \feilst a tablet is unsteady, 
the painter is unable to delineate a true copy so every act of our 
oivn selfish and proper spirit is productive of false and erroneous 
lineaments, it interrupts the work and efeats the design of this 
Adorable Artist ” ' 

The true mystics, in whom the Ori^n of Quiet develops to 
this state of receptivity, seldom use in a ‘scnbing it the language 
of “holy indifference ” Their love andl enthusiasm will not let 
them do that It is true, of course, tha^hey are indiflerent to all 
else save the supreme claims of love Zut then, it is of love that 
they speak. Ego dormio et cor meum vigilat "This," says St. Teresa, 
“is a sleep of the powers of the soul? which are not wholly lost, 
nor yet understanding how they ar^at work. . To me it seems 
to be nothing else than a death, as k were, to all the things of this 
world, and a fruition of God I know of no other words whereby to 
describe it or explain it , neither does the soul then know what to 
do — for it knows not whether to speak or be silent, whether it 
should laugh or weep It is a glorious folly, a heavenly madness, 
wherein true wisdom is acquired, and to the soul a kind of fruition 
most full of dehght The faculties of the soul now retain only 
the power of occupying themselves wholly with God, not one of 
them ventures to stir, neither can we move one of them without 
making great efforts to distract ourselves — and, indeed, I do not 
think we can do it at all at this time ”* 

* “Moyen Court," cap xxi Madame Guyon's vague and shifting language, 
however, sometimes lays her open to other and more strictly “quietetic" inter- 
pretations ’ Vida, cap xvi. §§ i and 4 . 
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Here, then, we see the Orison of Silence melting into true 
contemplation its stiUness is ruffled by its ]oy The Quiet reveals 
itself as an essentially transitional state, introducing the self into 
a new sphere of activity 

The second degree of ardent love, says Richard of St Victor, 
hnds, so that the soul which is possessed by it is unable to think of 
an3d;hmg else it is not only "insuperable," but also “inseparable."* 
He compares it to the soul’s bndal, the irrevocable act, by which 
permanent union is initiated The feeling-state which is the equiva- 
lent of the Quiet is just such a passive and joyous yielding-up of 
the virgin soul to its Bndegroom, a silent marriage- vow It is 
ready for all that may happen to it, all that may be asked of it — 
to give itself and lose itself, to wait upon the pleasure of its Love. 
From this inward surrender the self emerges to the new hfe, the 
new knowledge which is mediated to it under the innumerkble 
forms of Contemplation. 

» “De Quatuor Gradibus Violentae Chantalis" (Migne, Patrologia Latma, 
vol. cxcvi. col. 1215 b). 
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Contemplation, a state of attamment — Its pnncipal forms — Difference between 
contemplation and ecstasy — Contemplation defined — Its psychology — Delacroix 
— It is a brief act — St Augustine — It is “ineffable" and “noetic" — contempla- 
tion includes a large group of states — Its two marks , totality and self-mergence 
— Dionysius the Areopagite — It is a unitive act — ^Ruysbroeclc — ^Hilton — What 
do m5rstics tell us of the contemplative act’ — ^Two things loving communion 
and divine ignorance — Both represent temperamental reactions — ^The mystic 
usually describes his own feeling state — Richard Rolle — ^Two forms of contem- 
plation transcendental and immanental — Contemplation of Transcendence — 
The Via "egativa — ^The Divine Dark — The Desert of God — ^Tauler — Maeterlinck 
— ^Vision ol Transcendence — ^Dante — ^Angela of Foligno — Contemplation of 
Immanence — An experience of Personality — ^Divine Love — ^These two forms 
really one — Both necessary — Ruysbroeck combmes them — ^The process of Con- 
templation — Dionysius — ^The Cloud of Unknowmg — Boehme — Divine Ignorance 
— Angela of Foligno — Loving contemplation — St John of the Cross — Rolle — 
The orison of union — Necessary to a description of the contemplative act — 
Deep orison — St Teresa 

W E must now consider under the general name of Con 
templation those developed states of introversion in 
which the mystic attains somewhat the results and 
rewards of the discipline of Recollection and Qmet. If this 
course of spintual athletics has done its work, he has now brought 
to the surface, trained and made efficient for life, a form of con- 
sciousness — a medium of communication with reality— which 
remains undeveloped in ordinary men Thanks to this faculty, 
he is now capable of the characteristic mystic experience tem- 
porary union with "that spiritual fount closed to all reactions 
from the world of sense, where, without witnesses of any kind, 
God and our Freedom meet ” ’ 

The degrees of Recollection trained the self in spiritual 
attention and at the same time lifted it to a new level of percep- 
tion where, by means of the symbol which formed the gathering- 
point of its powers, it received a new inflow of life In the 
degrees of Quiet it passed on to a state characterized by a tense 
stillness, in which it rested in that Reality at which, as yet, it 
dared not look Now, in Contemplation, it is to transcend alike 
the stages of symbol and of silence, and "energize enthusiastically” 
on those high levels which are dark to the intellect but radiant 

I R£c£]ac, “Fondements de la Connaissauce Mystique," p 176. 
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to the heart. We must expect this contemplative activity to show 
itself in many different ways and take many different names, 
smce its character will be largely governed by individual tem- 
perament It appears under the forms which ascetic writers call 
"ordinary” and "extraordinary,” "infused” or “passive” Con- 
templation, and as that "orison of union” which we have already 
discussed ‘ Sometimes, too, it shows itself under those abnormal 
psycho-physical conditions in which the intense concentration of 
the self upon its transcendental perceptions results in the narrow- 
ing of the field of consciousness to a point at which all knowledge 
of the external world is lost, all the messages of the senses are 
utterly ignored The subject then appears to be in a state of 
trance, characterized by physical rigidity and more or less complete 
anaesthesia These are the conditions of Rapture or Ecstasy 
conditions of which the physical resemblances to certain symp- 
toms of hystena have so greatly reassured the enemies of 
mysticism 

Rapture and Ecstasy differ from Contemplation proper m 
being wholly involuntary states Rapture, says St Teresa, 
who frequently expenenced it, is absolutely irresistible; we 
cainnot hinder it ''Pereas the orison of union, which is one 
of the forms in which pure Contemplation appears at its highest 
point of development, is still controlled to a large extent by 
the will of the subject, and "may be hindered, ^though that 
resistance be painful and violent ” * There is thus a sharp dis- 
tinction — a distinction both physical and psychical — between 
the contemplative and the ecstatic states and we shall do well 
to avail ourselves of it m examining their character 

First, then, as to Contemplation proper what is it? It is a 
supreme manifestation of that indivisible “power of knowing” 
which hes at the root of aU our artistic and spintual satisfactions. 
In it, man’s “made Tnnity” of thought, love, and will, becomes 
a Unity and feeling and perception are fused, as they are in all 
our apprehensions of beauty, our best contacts with life It is an 
act, not of the Reason, but of the whole personality working 
under the stimulus of mystic love Hence, its results feed every 
aspect of that personality minister to its instinct for the Good, 
the Beautiful, and the True Psychologically it is an induced 
state, in which the field of consciousness is greatly contracted, 
-the whole of the' self, its conative powers, being sharply focussed, 
fioncentrated upon one thing We pour ourselves out or, as it 
sometimes seems to us, in towards this over-powering interest: 
seem to ourselves to reach it and be merged with it. Whatever 

* Supra, p 245 
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the thing may be, in this act it is given to us and we know it, as 
we cannot know it by the ordinary devices of thought. 

The turning of our attention from that cnsp and definite world 
of multiphcity, that cinematograph-show, with which intelhgence 
is accustomed and able to deal, has loosed new powers of percep- 
tion which we never knew that we possessed Instead of sharply 
perceiving the fragment, we apprehend, yet how we know not, 
the solemn presence of the whole. Deeper levels of personahty are 
opened up, and go gladly to the encounter of the universe. That 
universe, or some Reahty hid between it and ourselves, responds 
to “the true lovely will of our heart “ Our ingoing concentration is 
balanced by a great outgoing sense of expansion, of new worlds 
made ours, as we receive the inflow of its life So complete is the 
self's absorption that it is for the time unconscious of any acts of 
mind or will, in technical language, its "faculties are suspended ’’ 
This IS the “ligature’’ frequently mentioned by teachers of con- 
templative prayer, and often r^arded as an essential character 
of mystical states 

Delacroix has descnbed with great subtlety the psychological 
character of pure contemplation. 

“When contemplation appears,” he says "(a) It produces a 
general condition of indifference, hberty, and peace, an elevation 
above the world, a sense of beatitude. The Subject ceases to 
perceive himself in the multiplicity and division of his general 
consciousness He is raised above himself A deeper and a purer 
soul substitutes itself for the normal self. (6) In this state, in 
which consciousness of I-hood and consciousness of the world 
disappear, the mystic is conscious of bemg in immediate relation 
with God Himself, of participating in Divinity. Contemplation 
installs a method of being and of knowing Moreover, these two 
things tend at bottom to become one The mystic has more and 
more the impression of beingjhai-which he knows, and of knowing 
that which he is ” * Tempo^ly rismg, in fact, to levels of freedom, 
he knows himself real, and^erefore knows Reahty, 

Now, the object o||^e mystic’s contemplation is always 
some aspect of the Imnite Life' of "God, the one Reality ’’ 
Hence, that enhancemmt of vitality which artists or other unself- 
conscious observers may receive from their communion with 
scattered mamfestatioM of Goodness, Truth, and Beauty, is in 
him infinitely increase His uniformly rapturous language 
IS alone enough to pr^e this. In the contemplative act, his 
whole personality, directs by love and will, transcends the sense- 
world, casts off its fetters, 'u.nd rises to freedom . becoming 
operative on those high levels where, says Tauler, “reason cannot 
* “£tudes sur le Mysticisme,” p. 370. 
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come.” There it apprehends the supra-sensible 
contact, and knows itself to be in the presence of tl**! "Suppher 
of true Life ” Such Contemplation — such positive attainment of 
the Absolute — is the whole act of which the visions of poets, the 
mtuition of philosophers, give us hints 
It is a brief act. The greatest of the contemplatives have been 
unable to sustain the brilliance of this awful vision for more than 
a little while. "A flash,” "an instant,” "the space of an Ave 
Maria,” they say |^y mind,” says St. Augustine, in his account 
of his first purely contemplative ghmpse of the One Reality, 
“withdrew its thoughts from experience, extracting itself from 
the contradictory throng of sensuous images, that it might find 
out what that light was wherein it was bathed . . And thus, 

with the flash of one hurried glance, it attained to the vision of 
That Which Is And then at last I saw Thy invisible things under- 
stood by means of the things that are made, but I could not sus- 
tain my gaze my weakness was dashed back, and I was relegated 
to my ordinary expenence, bearing with me only a loving 
memory, and as it were the fragrance of those desirable meats 
on the which as yet I was not able to feed j 
This fragrance, as St Augustine calls it, remains for ever 
ydth those who have thus been initiated, if only for a moment, 
into the atmosphere of the Real and this — ^the immortal and 
indescribable memory of their communion with That Which Is — 
gives to their work the perfume of the "Inviolate Rose,” and is 
the secret of its magic power. But they can never tell us in exact 
and human language what it was that they attained in their 
ecstatic flights towards the thought of God their momentary 
mergence in the Absolute Life 

' “That Which Is,” says St Augustine, "The One,” "the Sup- 
plier of true Life,” says Plotinus, “the energetic Word,” says 
St. Bernard, "Eternal Light,” says Dante, "the Abyss,” says 
Ruysbroeck; "Pure Love,” says St Catherine of Genoa — poor 
symbols of Perfection at the best. But, through and by these 
oblique utterances, they give us the assurance that the Object of 
their discovery is one with the object of our quest. 

Wilham James considered "ineflability” and "noetic quality” 
to be]the constant characteristics of the contemplative expenence.* 
Those who have seen are quite convinced those who have not 
seen, can never be told There is no certitude to equal the mystic’s 
certitude no impotence more complete than that which falls 
on those who try to communicate it "Of these most excellent 
and divine workings in the soul, when God doth/manifest Him- 

' Aug Conf , bk vu cap. xvu , 

» “Varieties of Religious Experience,” p.;38o. 
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self,” sajs ^fngela of Fohgno, “we can in no wise speak, or even 
stammer ” ’ Nevertheless, the greater part of mystical literature 
IS concerned with the attempts of the mystics to share their 
discoveries Under a variety of images, by a deliberate exploita- 
tion of the musical and suggestive qualities of words — often, too, 
by the help of desperate paradoxes, those unfailing stimulants 
of man's intuitive power — they try to tell others somewhat of 
that veritable country which “eye hath not seen ” Their success 
— partial though it be — can only be accounted for upon the 
supposition that somewhere within us lurks a faculty, a spark, 
a “fine point of spirit” which has known this country from its 
birth, which dwells in it, partakes of Pure Being, and can under 
certain conditions be stung to consciousness Then “transcen- 
dental feeling,” waking from its sleep, acknowledges that these 
explorers of the Infinite have really gazed upon the secret plan 

Contemplation is not, hke meditation, one simple state, 
governed by one set of psychic conditions It is a general name for 
a large group of states, partly governed — ^hke aU other forms of 
mystical activity — ^by the temperament of the sub]ect, and 
accompanied by feeling-states which vary from the extreme of 
qmetude or “peace in life naughted” to the rapturous and active 
love in which “thought into song is turned ” Some kinds of 
Contemplation are inextricably entwined with the phenomena 
of "intellectual vision” and “inward voices ” In others we find 
what seems to be a development of the "Quiet” a state which 
the subject describes as a blank absorption, a darkness, or "con- 
templation in cahgine ” ® Sometimes the contemplative tells us 
that he passes through this darkness to the light 3 sometimes it 
seems to him that he stays for ever in the "beneficent dark 
In some cases the soul says that even in the depths of her absorp- 
tion, she "knows her own bhss” in others she only becomes 
aware of it when contemplation is over and the surface-intelligence 
reassumes the reins 

In this welter of personal experiences, it becomes necessary 
to adopt some basis of classification, some rule by which to 
distinguish true Contemplation from other introversive states 
Such a basis is not easy to find. I think, however, that there 
are two marks of the real condition (A) The Totality and 
Givenness of the Object (B) Self-Mergence of the subject These 
we may safely use in our attempt to determine its character 


' St Angfele de Foligno, “Le Livre de I’Expenence des Vrais Fidfeles,” p 23S 
(English translatidn, p 189) 

“ Compare Bake\, “Holy Wisdom," Treatise m § iv cap iv 

3 See Hilton, ‘ The Scale of Perfection," bk 11 cap xxv 

4 V%de infra, p 34 
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(A) Whatever terms he may employ to describe it, and how- 
ever faint or confused his perceptions may be, the mystic’s 
expenence m Contemplation is the experience of the AU, and this 
experience seems to him to be given rather than attained It is 
indeed the Absolute which is revealed to him not, as in medita- 
tion or vision, some partial symbol or aspect thereof 

(B) This revecJed Reahty is apprehended by way of participa- 
tion, not by way of observation The passive receptivity of the 
Quiet IS here developed into an active, outgoing self-donation, 
which IS the self’s response to the Divine initiative By a free act, 
independent of man’s effort, God is self-disclosed to the soul, 
and that soul rushes out willingly to lose itself in Him Thus a 
"give and take’’ — a divine osmosis — is set up between the finite 
and the Infinite life That dreadful consciousness of a narrow and 
hmiting I-hood which dogs our search for freedom and full life, 
is done away For a moment, at least, the independent spintual 
life is achieved The contemplative is merged in it "like a bird 
in the air, like a fish in the sea’’ loses to find and dies to live 

"We must,” says Dionysius the Areopagite, "be transported 
wholly out of ourselves and given unto God ” ' This is the 
"passive union” of Contemplation a temporary condition in 
which the subject receives a double conviction of ineffable happi- 
ness and ultimate reality He may try to translate this conviction 
into "something said” or "something seen” but m the end he 
will be found to confess that he can tell nothing, save by impli- 
cation. The essential fact is that he was there as the essential 
fact for the returning exile is neither landscape nor language, but 
the homely spirit of place 

"To see and to have seen that Vision,” says Plotinus in one 
of his finest passages, "is reason no longer It is more than reason, 
before reason, and after reason, as also is the vision which is 
seen. . . . And perhaps we should not here speak of sight for that 
which IS seen is not discerned by the seer — if indeed it is possible 
here to distinguish seer and seen as separate things Therefore 
this vision is hard to tell of for how can a man describe as other 
than himself that which, when he discerned it, seemed not other, 
but one with himself indeed?” * 

Ruysbroeck, who continued in the mediaeval world the best 
traditions of Neoplatonic mysticism, also describes a condition 
of supreme insight, a vision of Truth, which is closely related to 
the Plotinian ecstasy "Contemplation,” he says, "places us in a 
punty and a radiance which is far above our understandmg . . . 
and none can attain to it by knowledge, by subtlety, or by any 
exercise whatsoever but he whom God chooses to unite to 

I “De Divuiis Nonunibiis," vu i. * Ennead vi 9, 10 
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Himself, and to illuminate by Himself, he and no other can 
contemplate God . . But few men attain to this divine contem- 
plation, because of our incapacity and of the hiddenness of that 
hght in which one sees And this is why none by his own knowledge, 
or by subtle consideration, will ever really understand these 
things For aU words and all that one can learn or understand in 
a creaturely way, are foreign to the truth that I mean and far 
below it But he who is united to God, and lUumined by this 
truth — ^he can understand Truth by Truth * 

This final, satisfying knowledge of reahty — this understanding 
of Truth by Truth — ^is, at bottom, that which all men desire 
The samt’s thirst for God, the philosopher’s passion for the 
Absolute, these are nothing else than the crying need of the spirit, 
variously expressed by the mtellect and by the heart The 
guesses of science, the diagrams of metaphysics, the intuitions 
of artists, aU are pressing towards this “Adam sinned when he 
fell from Contemplation Since then, there has been division 
in man ” ® 

Man’s soul, says Hilton, "Feeleth well that there is somewhat 
above itself that it knoweth not nor hath not yet, but it would 
have it, andbumingly yeamethfor it. And that is nought else but 
the sight of Jerus^em without-forth, the which is like to a city 
that the prophet Ezechiel saw in his visions. 

“He saith that he saw a city set upon an hill sloping to the 
south, that to his sight when it was measured was no more of 
length and of breadth than a rood, that was six cubits and a 
palm of length, but as soon as he was brought into the city and 
looked about him, then thought him that it was wonder mickle, 
for he saw many halls and chambers both open and privy, he saw 
gates and porches, outward and mward, and mickle more building 
than I say now, on length and on breadth many hundred cubits 
Then was this wonder to him, how this city within was so long 
and so large, that was so little to his sight when he was without 
This city betokeneth the perfect love of God, set in the hill of 
contemplation , the which unto the sight of a soul that is without 
the feehng of it and travaileth in desire toward, seemeth somewhat, 
but it seemeth but a little thing, no more than a rood, that is 
six cubits and a palm in length By six cubits is understood the 
perfection of man’s work, by the palm a little touching of contem- 
plation He seeth well that there is such a thing, that passeth 
the desert of all working of man a little, as the pahn passeth 
over the six cubits, but he seeth not within what that is. Neverthe- 


> Ruysbroeck, “De Ornatu Spintalium Nuptiarum," 1 ui cap i 
» J Maritain, “Art et Scholastique," p. 141 
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less, if he may come within the city of contemplation, then seeth 
he mickle more than he saw first ”» 

As in the case of vision, so here, all that we who “without 
the feehng travail in desire’* can really know concerning Con- 
templation — its value for hfe, the knowledge it confers — ^must 
come from those who have "come within the city" have, in 
the metaphor of Plotinus, "taken flight towards the Thought 
of God.” What, in effect, can they tell us about the knowledge 
of reahty which they attained in that brief communion with 
the Absolute ? 

They teU us chiefly, when we come to collate their evidence, 
two apparently contradictory things. They speak, almost in 
the same breath, of an exceeding joy, a Beatific Vision, an intense 
communion, and a "loving sight” and of an exceeding emptiness, 
a barren desert, an unfathomable Abyss, a nescience, a Divine 
Dark. Again and again these pairs of opposites occur in all 
first-hand descnptions of pure contemplation Remoteness and 
, Intimacy, Darkness and Light. Bearing in mind that these four 
metaphors all descnbe the same process seen “through a tem- 
perament,” and represent the reaction of that temperament 
upon Absolute Reahty, we may perhaps by their comparison 
obtain some faint idea of the totahty of that indescnbable 
experience at which they hint. 

Note first that the emotional accompaniments of his percep- 
tions will always and necessanly be the stuff from which the 
mystic draws suggestive language, by which to hint at his 
experience of supernal things His descriptions wdl always 
lean to the impressionistic rather than to the scientific side. 
The "deep yet dazzhng darkness,” the “unfathomable abyss,” 
the Cloud of Unknowing, the “embrace of the Beloved,” aU 
represent, not the Transcendent but his relation with the Trans- 
cendent; not an object observed, but an overwhelming impression 
felt, by the totality of his being during his communion with a 
Reality which is One 

It is not fair, however, to regard Contemplation on this 
accbunt as pre-eminently a “feeling state”, and hence attribute 
to it, as many modern writers do, a merely subjective vahdity 
It is of course accompanied, as aU humanity’s supreme and 
vital acts are accompanied, by feehng of an exalted kind: and 
since such emotions are the least abnormal part of it, they are 
the part which the subject finds easiest to describe These elusive 
combinations of Fear, Amazement, Desire, euid Joy are more or 
less familiar to him. The accidents of sensual hfe have developed 
them. His language contains words which are capable of 

' “The Scale of Perfecfaon,” bk. ii cap xxv 
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suggesting them to other men But his total experience transcends 
mere feeling, ]ust as it transcends mere intellect It is a complete 
act of perception, inexpressible by these departmental words 
and its agent is the whole man, the indivisible personahty whose 
powers and nature are only partially hinted at in such words as 
Love, Thought, or Will 

The plane of consciousness, however — the objective some- 
what — of which this personahty becomes aware m contemplation, 
IS not familiar to it , neither is it related to its systems of thought 
Man, accustomed to dwell amongst spatial images adapted to 
the needs of daily life, has no language that will fit it So, a 
person heanng for the first time some masterpiece of classical 
music, would have no language in which to describe it objectively, 
but could only tell us how it made him feel This is one reason 
why feeling-states seem to preponderate in all descriptions of 
the mystic act Earthly emotions provide a parallel which enables 
the subject to tell us by imphcation something of that which 
he felt but he cannot describe to us — for want of standards of 
comparison — that Wholly Other which induced him thus to feel 
His best efforts to fit words to this elusive but objective experience 
generally result in the evaporation alike of its fragrance and of 
its truth As St Augustine said of Time, he knows what it is 
until he IS asked to define it 

How symbolic and temperamental is all verbal description of 
mystical activity, may be seen by the aspect which contemplation 
took in the music-loving soul of Richard Rolle, who always 
found his closest parallels with Reahty, not 'in the concepts of 
intimate union, or of self-loss in the Divine Abyss, but in the idea 
of the soul’s participation in a supernal harmony — that sweet 
minstrelsy of God m which "thought into song is turned ’’ "To 
me,” he says, “it seems that contemplation is joyful song of 
God’s love taken in mind, with sweetness of angels’ praise 
This IS jubilation, that is the end of perfect prayer and high 
devotion m this life This is that mirth m mind, had ghostily 
by the lover everlastingly, with great voice outbreaking 
Contemplative sweetness not without full great labour is gotten, 
and with joy untold it is possessed Forsooth, it is not man’s 
ment but God’s gift, and yet from the beginning to this day 
never might man be ravished m contemplation of Love Ever- 
lasting, but if he before parfitely all the world’s vanity had 
forsaken ” » 

We must, then, be prepared to accept, sift, and use many 
different descriptions of evoked emotion in the course of our 
inquiry into the nature of the conteAiplative’s perceptions of the 
‘ Kichard Rolle, “The Mending of Life," cap xii 
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Absolute We find on analysis that these evoked emotions 
separate themselves easily into two groups Further, these two 
groups answer to the two directions m which the mystic con- 
sciousness of Reality is extended, and to the pairs of descnptions 
of the Godhead which we have foimd to be charactenstic of 
mystical literature i e , the personal and spatial, immanental 
and transcendental, indwelling Life and Unconditioned Source; 
(«) the strange, dark, unfathomable Abyss of Pure Being always 
dwelt upon by mystics of the metaphysical t3rpe, and (i) the 
divine and loved Companion of the soul, whose presence is so 
sharply felt by those selves which lean to the concept of Divine 
Personality 

A. The Contemplation of Transcendence — ^The first group of 
feehng-states, alhed to those which emphasize the theological 
idea of Divine Transcendence, is bom of the mystic’s sense of 
his own httleness, unworthiness, and incurable ignorance in 
companson with the ineffable greatness of the Absolute Godhead 
which he has perceived, and in which he desires to lose himself, 
of the total and incommunicable difference in kind between the 
Divine and everything else. Awe and self-abasement, and the 
paradoxical passion for self-loss in the All, here govern his 
emotional state. AU affirmative statements seem to him blas- 
phemous, so far are they from an ineffable tmth which is "more 
than reason, before reason, and after reason " To this group of 
feelings, which usually go with an instinctive taste for Neo- 
platomsm, an iconoclastic distrust of personal imagery, we owe 
all negative descriptions of supreme Reahty. For this type of self, 
God IS the Unconditioned, the Wholly Other for w'hom we have 
no words, and whom all our poor symbols insult To see Him is 
to enter the Darkness, the "Cloud of Unknowing," and "know 
only that we know nought ” Nothmg else can satisfy this extreme 
spiritual humility, which easily degenerates into that subtle 
form of pnde which refuses to acquiesce in the hmitations of 
its own creaturely state 

"There is none other God but He that none may know, which 
may not be known,” says this contemplative soul "No, soothly, 
no I Without fail. No, says she He only is my God that none 
can one word of say, nor all they of Paradise one only point 
attam nor understand, for all the knowing that they have of 
Him ” * 

When they try to be geographically exact, to define and 
describe their apprehension of, and contact with, the Uncon- 
ditioned One who is the only Country of the Soul, contemplatives 
of this type become, hke their great master the Areopagite, 

' “The Mirror of Simple Souls," Div ui cap xm. 
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impersonal and remote They seem to have been caught up to 
some measureless height, where the air is too rarefied for the 
lungs of common men Wien we ask them the nature of the hfe 
on these summits, they are compelled as a rule to adopt the 
Dionysian concept of Divine Darkness, or the parallel idea of the 
fathomless Abyss, the Desert of the Godhead, the Eckhartian 
"still wilderness where no one is at home." 

Oddly enough, it is in their language concerning this place 
or plane of reality, m which umon with the Super-essential God- 
head takes place— this "lightsome darkness and rich nought” — 
that they come nearer to distinct affirmation, and consequently 
offer more surpnses to sentimental and anthropomorphic piety, 
than in any other department of their work Unquestionably this 
language, with its constant reference to a "still desert,” a “vast 
sea,” an “unplumbed abyss” in which the "emptiness,” the “no- 
thing,” the “Dark” on which the self entered in the Orison of Quiet 
is im&nitely increased, yet positive satisfaction is at last at- 
tained, does correspond with a definite psychological experience It 
is not merely the convention of a school These descnptions, inco- 
herent as they are, have a strange note of certainty, a stranger 
note of passion, an odd reahsm of their own which mean, where- 
ever we meet them, that expenence not tradition is their source 
Dnven of necessity to a negation of all that their surface-minds 
have ever known — ^with language, strained to the uttermost, 
failing them at every turn — ^these contemplatives are still able 
to communicate to us a definite somewhat, news as to a given 
and actual Reahty, an unchanging Absolute, and a beatific 
umon with it, most ventably attained They agree in their 
accounts of it, in a way which makes it obvious that all these 
reporters have sojourned in the same land, and experienced the 
same spmtual state Moreover, our inmost minds bear witness 
for them We meet them half-way We know instinctively and 
irrefutably that they tell true; and they rouse in us a passionate 
nostalgia, a bitter sense of exile and of loss 

One and all, these explorers of the Infinite fly to language 
expressive of great and boundless spaces. In their withdrawal 
from the busy, fretful sense-world they have sunk down to the 
"ground” of the soul and of the apparent universe Being, the 
Substance of all that Is Multiplicity is resolved into Unity a 
unity with which the perceiving self is merged Thus the mystic, 
for the time of this "union with the Divine,” does find himself, 
in Tauler’s words, to be "simply m God.” 

"The great wastes to be found in this divine ground,” says 
that great master, "have neither image nor form nor condition, 
for they are neither here nor there. They are hke unto a fathom- 
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less Abyss, bottomless and floating m itself. Even as water ebbs 
and flows, up and down, now sitting into a hollow, so that it 
looks as if there were no water there, and then again in a httle 
while rushing forth as if it would engulf everything, so does it 
come to pass in this Abyss This, truly, is much more God’s 
Dwelling-place than heaven or man A man who verily desires 
to enter wiU surely And God here, and himself simply in God; 
for God never separates Himself from this ground. God will be 
present with him, and he will find and enjoy Etermty here There 
is no past nor present here, and no created hght can reach unto 
or shine into this divine Ground, for here only is the dwelhng- 
place of God and His sanctuary 

“Now this Divine Abyss can be fathomed by no creatures, it 
can be filled by none, and it satisfies none. God only can fill it 
in His Infinity. For this abyss belongs only to the Divine Abyss, 
of which it is written • Abyssus ahyssum invocat He who is truly 
conscious of this ground, which shone into the powers of his 
soul, and lighted and inclined its lowest and highest powers to 
turn to their pure Source and true Origin, must diligently examine 
himself, and remain alone, listening to the voice which cnes in 
the wilderness of this ground This ground is so desert and bare, 
that no thought has ever entered there None of all the thoughts 
of man which, with the help of reason, have been devoted to 
meditation on the Holy Trinity (and some men have occupied 
themselves much with these thoughts) have ever entered this 
ground. For it is so close and yet so far off, and so far beyond all 
things, that it has neither time nor place. It is a simple and 
unchanging condition A man who really and truly enters, feels 
as though he had been here throughout eternity, and as though 
he were one therewith,” ' 

Many other mystics have written to the same effect have 
described with splendour the ineffable joys and terrors of the 
Abyss of Being “where man existed in God from all Eternity,” 
the soul’s adventures when, “stripped of its very life,” it "sails 
the wild billows of the sea divine ” But their words merely amaze 
the outsider and give him little information The contemplative 
self who has attained this strange country can only tell an 
astonished and incredulous world that here his greatest depriva- 
tion IS also his greatest joy, that here the extremes of possession 
and surrender are the same, that ignorance and knowledge, light 
and dark, are One Love has led him into that timeless, spaceless 
world of Being which is the peaceful ground, not only of the 
individual striving spirit, but also of the stnving universe; and 
he can but cry with Phihp, “It %s enough." 

» Tauler, Seimon on St John the Baptist (“The Inner Way,” pp 97-99) 
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"H'-Tifr. ” 3Iafcter!mck. “we ^tand ssiddenlv at the ccijifines 
of hiranaT and far bet'ond tire Polar circle of tLt nrind 

It iTiter.'iely cold here, it :s inteitteh' dark, and vet yon v.LL! 
find rothinsr tm flamti- and lishl- Bm to v,ho come vriihout 
havijig Trairtd their soak to these new percfptions. thi' Iifht 
and tLe>e flairts are as dark and as coid a* jf they -aere painted 
Here we are concerned with the most exact of ecitnctE v. ith the 
exploration of the harshest and nwKt uninhabitahie headlands 
of the divine 'Know thyself; and the midnight sun reigns over 
that roUing sea sshere the pg'chologt,' of man iningk= v.ith the 
psychology' of God,” ' 

On one fiand "flamc', and light’* — the flame of hvins and 
creative Iwe which fills the universe — on the other the 'qriet 
desert of Godhead," transcending all succession and dark to the 
single sight of tarth-bom men Under these two metaphers. one 
aflSrmative, one negative, resumed in his most daring paradox, 
nearly the svhole of man’s contemplative expenence of the 
Absolute can be and k expressed We have considered his negative 
de-scnption of Utmost Transcendence' that confession of "divine 
ignorance*' which is a higher form of knowledge But this is 
balanced, in a few elect spirits, by a positive contemplation of 
truth; an ecstatic apprehension of the "secret plan ” 

Certain rare mystics seem able to desenbe to us a Beatific 
Vision experienced here and now a knowledge by contact of 
the flaming heart of Reality, which includes m one great whole 
the planes of Being and Becoming, the Sunultaiieous and the 
Successive, the Eternal Father, and His mamfestation in the 
"energetic Word ’’ Wc saw something of this power, which is 
characteristic of mystical genius of a high order, in studjang 
the characteristics of Illumination Its finest hterarj" expression 
IS found m that passage of the "Paradiso” where Dante tells 
us how he pierced, for an instant, the secret of the Emp3Tean 
Already he had enjoyed a symbolic vision of two-fold Kealitjc 
as the moving River of Light and the still white Rose - Now 
these two aspects vanished, and he saw the One. 

" la mia vista, venendo smeera, 
p piu e piu entrava per lo raggio 
dcir alta luce, che da sd i veia 
Da quinci innanzi il mio veder fu maggio 
che il parlar nostro ch' a tal vista cSie, 
e cede la memoria a tanto oltraggio 


• Maeteilinck, Introduction to Ruysbroeck's “L'Omement des Noces 
Spiritnellc'*," p v Theologians will recognize here a poetic account of the soul's 
contact with that aspect of Divine Reality emphasized in the work of Rudolf 
Otto and of Kail Baith • Par xxx 6i-iz8 Compare p 286 
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Qual 6 colui che sommando vede, 
chd dopo il sogno la passione impressa 
nmanc, c 1 ' altro alia mente non nede, 
cotal son 10, chd quasi tutta cessa 
mia visione, ed ancor mi distilla 
nel cor lo dolce che nacque da essa 

lo credo, per 1 ’ acume ch' lo sofFersi 
del VIVO raggio, ch’ 10 sarei smamto, 
se gh occhi miei da lui fossero aversi 
E mi ncorda ch' 10 fui piu arditc 
per queslo a soslener tanto ch’ 10 giunsi 
1 ’ aspetto mio col valor infimto 

Cosl la mente mia, tutta sospesa, 
mirava fissa, immobile ed attenta, 
e sempre del mirar faceasi accesa, 

A quella luce cotal si diventa, 

che volgersi da lei per altro aspetto 
e impossibil che mai si consenta 
Pei 6 che il Ben, ch' 6 del volere obbietto, 
tutto s’accoglie m lei, e fuor di quella 
6 difettivo C16 che 11 6 perfetto "• 

Intermediate between the Dantesque apprehension of Eternal 
Reality and the contemplative commumon with Divine Per- 
sonality, IS the type of mystic whose perceptions of the supra- 
sensible are neither wholly personal nor wholly cosmic and 
transcendental in t5q)e To him, God is pre-eminently the Perfect 
— Goodness, Truth, and Beauty, Light, Life, and Love — dis- 
covered in a moment of lucidity at the very door of the seeking 
self. Here the symbols under which He is perceived are still the 
abstractions of philosophy , but in the hands of the mystic these 
terms cease to be abstract, are stung to life Such contemplatives 
preserve the imageless and inefiable character of the Absolute, 
but are moved by its contemplation to a joyous and personal love 

Thus, in a striking passage of her revelations, Angela of Fohgno 

' Par xtxiii 52-63, 76-81. 97-105 “lly vision, becoming purified, entered 
deeper and deeper into the ray of that Supernal Light which in itself is true 
Thenceforth my vision was greater than our language, which fails such a sight, 
and memory too fails before such excess As he who sees in a dream, and after the 
dream is gone the impression or emotion remains, but the rest returns not to the 
mmd, such am I, for nearly the whole of my vision lades, and yet there still 
wells within my heart the sweetness bom therefrom I think that by the 
keenness of the living ray which I endured I had been lost, had I once turned my 
eyes aside And I remember that for this I was the bolder so long to sustam my 
gaze, as to unite it with the Power Infimte Thus did my mind, wholly in 
suspense, ga'ze fixedly, immovable and mtent, ever enkindled by its gazmg In 
the presemi's of that Light one becomes such, that never could one consent to 
turn from it to any other sight Because the Good, which is the object of the 
will, IS thurem wholly gathered, and outside of this, that is defective which 
therem is nerfect ” 
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suddenly exclaims, "I saw God'” "And I, the writing brother,” 
says her secretary, "asked her what she saw, how she saw, and 
if she saw any bodily thing She rephed thus. T beheld a fullness 
and a clearness, and felt them within me so abundantly that I 
cannot describe it, or give any likeness thereof I cannot say I 
saw anything corporeal It was as though it were in heaven a 
beauty so great that I can say nought concerning it, save that it 
was supreme Beauty and sovereign Good ’ ” Again, "I beheld the 
ineffable fullness of God . but I can relate nothing of it, save that 
I have seen in it the Sovereign Good.”* 

B. The Contemplation of Immanence . — ^The second group of 
contemplatives is governed by that "Love which casteth out 
fear” by a predominating sense of the nearness, intimacy, and 
sweetness, rather than the strangeness and unattainable trans- 
cendence, of that same Infinite Life at whose being the first 
group could only hint by amazing images which seem to be 
borrowed from the poetry of metaphysics These are, says Hilton, 
in a lovely image, "Feehngly fed with the savour of His invisible 
blessed Face ” > All the feehngs which flow from joy, confidence, 
and affection, rather than those which are grouped about rapture 
and awe — though awe is always present in some measure, as it is 
always present in all perfect love — 'here contribute towards a 
descnption of the Truth. 

These contemplatives tell us of their attainment of That 
which Is, as the closest and most joyous of all communions, a 
coming of the Bridegroom; a rapturous immersion in the Un- 
created Light "Nothing more profitable, nothing merner than 
grace of contemplation!” cries RoUe, "that hfts us from this low 
and offers to God. What is grace of contemplation but beginning 
of joy? what is parfiteness of joy but grace confirmed? ” 3 In 
such “bright contemplation" as this, says “The Mirror of Simple 
Souls,” "the soul is full gladsome and jolly.” Utter peace and 
wild delight, every pleasure-state known to man's normal con- 
sciousness, are inadequate to the descnption of her joy. She has 
participated for an instant m the Divine Life, knows all, ,und 
knows nought. She has learnt the world's secret, not by kqowing, 
but by being the only way of really knowing anything f 

Where the dominant emotion is that of intimat^feffection, 
and where the training or disposition of the mystic felines him 
to emphasize the personeil and Incamational ratlfer than the 
abstract and Trinitarian side of Christianity, the ccmtemplative 
of this type will always tend to desenbe his secret to us as above 

' St Angile de Fokgno, “Le Livre de I'Exp^nence des Vrais pp 7 ® 

and il6 (English translation, here v«ry imperfect, pp 169, 174) 

» “The Scale of Perfection," bk li cap. xli. 

» “The Mending of Life," cap xii. 
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all things an experience of adorable Friendship. Reality is for 
him a Person, not a State In the “onson of union” it seems to 
him that an actual communion, a merging of his self with this 
other and stnctly personal Self takes place “God,” he says, then 
“meets the soul in her Ground” 1 e , in that secret depth of 
personahty where she participates in the Absolute Life Clearly, 
the "degree of contemplation,” the psychological state, is here 
the same as that in which the mystic of the impersonal type 
attained the "Abyss ” But from the point of view of the subject, 
this jojdul and personal encounter of Lover and Beloved will be 
a very different expenence from the soul's immersion in that 
"desert of Deity,” as described by Eckhart and his school "In 
this omng,” says Hilton, “is the marnage made betwixt God 
and the soul, that shall never be broken ” > 

St. Teresa is the classic example of this intimate and affective 
type of contemplation • but St Gertrude, Suso, Julian, Mechthild 
of Magdeburg, and countless others, provide instances of its 
operation We owe to it aU the most beautiful and touching 
expressions of mystic love. Julian’s "I saw Him and sought Him 
and I had Him, I wanted Hun” expresses m epigram its com- 
bination of rapturous attainment and insatiable desire its appre- 
hension of a Presence at once fnendly and divine. So too does her 
descnption of the Tenth Revelation of Love, when “with this 
sweet enjoying He showed unto mine understanding in part 
the blessed Godhead, stimng then the poor soul to understand, 
as it may be said, that is, to think on the endless Love that 
was without beginning, and is, and shall be ever And with 
this our good Lord said full bhssfuUy, Lo, how that I loved thee, 
as if He had said. My darling, behold and see thy Lord, thy God 
that IS thy Maker, and thine endless joy.” * 

"The eyes of her soul were opened,” says the scribe to whom 
Angela of Fohgno dictated her revelations “And she saw Love 
advancing gently towards her; and she saw the beginning, but 
not the end, for it was continuous And there was no colour to 
which she could compare this Love, but directly it reached her 
she beheld it with the eyes of the soul, more clearly than she 
might do with the eyes of the body, take as towards her the 
semblance of a sickle Not that there was any actual and 
measurable likeness, but this love took on the semblance of a 
sickle, because it first withdrew itself, not giving itself so fully 
as it had allowed itself to be understood and she had understood 
it; the which caused her to yearn for it the more . ”3 

* “The Scale of Perfection," bk i cap vin. 

• “Revelations of Divine Love," cap. xxiv. 

3 St. AngMe, op ctf , p 156 (English translation, p 17S). 
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It IS to Mechthald of Magdeburg, whose contemplation was 
emphatically of the intimate type, that we owe the most perfect 
definition of this communion of the mystic with his Friend 
"Orison,” she says, "draws the great God down into the small 
heart it drives the hungry soul out to the full God It brings 
together the two lovers, God and the soul, into a joyful room 
where they speak much of love.”’ 

We have already seen that the doctrine of the Trinity makes 
it possible for Chnstian mystics, and, still more, for Christian 
mysticism as a whole, to reconcile this way of apprehending 
Reahty with the "negative” and impersonal perception of the 
ineffable One, the Absolute which "hath no image” Though 
they seem in their extreme forms to be so sharply opposed as to 
justify Eckhart’s celebrated distinction between the unknowable 
totality of the Godhead and the knowable personality of God, 
the "image” and the "circle” yet represent diverse apprehensions 
of one whole All the mystics feel — and the German school in 
particular have expressed — ^Dante’s conviction that these two 
aspects of reality, these two planes of being, however widely 
they seem to differ, are One * Both are ways of descnbing man’s 
partial contacts with that Absolute Truth, "present yet absent, 
near, yet fax,” that Triune Fact, d% tre colon e d’ una conhnenza, 
which is God Both are necessary if we are to form any idea of that 
complete Reality, imperfect as any such idea must be as, when 
two men go together to some undiscovered country, one will 
bnng home news of its great spaces, its beauty of landscape, 
another of its geological formation, or the flora and fauna that 
express its life, and both must be taken into account before any 
j'ust estimate of the real country can be made 

Since it IS of the essence of the Christian religion to combine 
personal and metaphysical truth, a transcendent and an incarnate 
God,3 it IS not surprising that we should find in Chnstianity a 
philosophic and theological basis for this paradox of the contem- 
plative experience Most often, though not always, the Chnstian 
mystic identifies the personal and intimate Lover of the soul, of 
whose elusive presence he is so sharply aware, with the person of 
Christ, the unknowable and transcendent Godhead with that 
eterna luce, the Undifferentiated One in Whom the Trinity of 
Persons is resumed. Temperamentally, most practical contem- 
platives lean to either one or other of these apprehensions of 
Reality to a persona] and immanental meeting in the "ground 
of the soul,” or to the austere joys of the "naughted soul” abased 
before an impersonal Transcendence which no language but 

> “Das Fhessende Licht der Gottheit,” pt v cap 13 
* Par xxxui 137 3 Compare supra, Pt I Cap V 
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that of negation can define. In some, however, both types of 
perception seem to exist together and they speak alternately of 
light and darkness, of the rapturous encounter with Love and 
of supreme self-loss in the naked Abyss, the desert of the Essence 
of God Ruysbroeck is the perfect example of this type of contem- 
plative, and his works contain numerous and valuable passages 
descnptive of that synthetic expenence which resumes the personal 
and transcendental aspects of the mystic fact 

"When we have become seeing,” he says — that is to say, 
when we have attained to spiritual lucidity — "we are able to 
contemplate in joy the etern^ coming of the Bndegroom, and 
this IS the second point on which I would speak What, then, 
is this eternal coming of our Bridegroom? It is a perpetual 
new birth and a perpetual new illumination for the ground 
whence the Light shines and which is Itself the Light, is hfe- 
giving and fruitful and hence the manifestation of the Eternal 
Light IS renewed without interruption in the hiddenness of the 
spint Behold' here all human works and active virtues must 
cease; for here God works alone at the apex of the soul Here 
there is nought else but an eternal seeing and staring at that 
Light, by the Light and in the Light And the coming of the 
Bndegroom is so swift, that He comes perpetually, and He 
dwells within us with His abysmal riches, and He returns to us 
anew m His Person without interruption, with such new radiance, 
that He seems never to have come to us before. For His coming 
consists, outside all Time, in an Eternal Now, always welcomed 
with new longing and new joy Behold' the delights and the 
joys which this Bridegroom bnngs in His coming are fathomless 
and limitless, for they are Himself and this is why the eyes by 
which the spirit contemplates the Bndegroom, are opened so 
widely that they can never close again . Now this active 
meeting, and this loving embrace, are in their essence fruitive 
and unconditioned, for the infinite Undifferentiation of the God- 
head IS so dark and so naked of all image,'that it conceals within 
itself all the divine qualities and works, all the attnbutes of the 
Persons, in the all-enfolding nchness of the Essential Unity, and 
bnngs about a divine fruition m the Abyss of the Ineffable 
And here there is a death m fruition, and a melting and dying 
into the nudity of Pure Being, where all the Names of God, and 
all conditions, and all the living images which are reflected in the 
mirror of divine truth, are absorbed into the Ineffable Simphcity, 
the Absence of image and of knowledge For in this limitless 
Abyss of Simplicity, all things are embraced m the bhss of 
fruition; but the Abyss itself remains uncomprehended, except 
by the Essential Unity The Persons and all that which lives 
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in God, must give place to this For there is nought else here 
but an eternal rest in the fruitive embrace of an outpouring love- 
and this is the wayless Being that aU intenor souls have chosen 
above all other things. This is the dim silence where all lovers 
lose themselves ” ‘ 

Here Ruysbroeck, beginning with a symbol of the Divine 
Personality as Bridegroom of the Soul, wluch would have been 
congenial to the mind of St. Cathenne of Siena, ends upon the 
summits of Chnstian metaphysics, with a description of the 
loving immersion of the self m that Unconditioned One who 
transcends the Persons of theology and beggars human speech. 
We seem to see him desperately clutching at words and similes 
which may, he hopes, give some hint of the soul’s fruition of 
Reality its immeasurable difference in kind from the dreams 
and diagrams of anthropomorphic rehgion. His strange state- 
ments in respect of this Divine Abyss are on a par with those 
which I have already quoted from the works of other contem- 
platives, who, refusing to be led away by the emotional aspect 
of their expenence, have stnven to teU us— as they thought — 
not merely what they felt but what they beheld. Ruysbroeck’s 
mystical genius, however, the depth and wholeness of his intuition 
of Reahty, does not allow him to be satisfied with a merely 
spatial or metaphysical descnption of the Godhead. The “active 
meeting’’ and the “loving embrace’’ are, he sees, an integral part 
of the true contemplative act In “the dim silence where lovers 
lose themselves,” a Person meets a person and thts it is, not the 
philosophic Absolute, which “aU interior souls have chosen above 
all other thing ’’ 

We must now look more closely at the method by which the 
contemplative attains to his uraque communion with the Absolute 
Life the kmd of activity which seems to him to characterize his 
mergence with Reality As we might expect, that activity, like 
its result, is of two kinds, personal and affirmative, impersonal 
and negative It is obvious that where Divine Perfection is con- 
ceived as the soul’s companion, the Bridegroom, the Beloved, 
the method of approach will be very different from that which 
ends in the self’s immersion in the paradoxical splendour of the 
Abyss, the “stiU wilderness where no one is at home ’’ It is all 
the difference between the preparations for a wedding and for an 
expedition to the Arctic Seas. Hence we find, at one end of the 
scale, that extreme form of personal and intimate communion — 
the going forth of lover to beloved — which the mystics call 
"the orison of union’’ . and at the other end, the "dark con- 
templation," by which alone selves of the transcendent and 

* Ruysbroeck, “De Omatu Spintahum Nuptiarum," bfc ui caps 11 and iv. 
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impersonal type claim that they draw near to the Uncon- 
ditioned One. 

Of the dim and ineffable contemplation of Unnameable Trans- 
cendence, the imageless absorption in the Absolute, Dionysius 
the Areopagile of course provides the classic example It was he 
who gave to it the name of Divine Darkness and all later mystics 
of this type borrow their language from him His directions 
upon the subject are singularly explicit his descriptions, like 
those of St. Augustine, glow with an exultant sense of a Reahty 
attained, and which others may attain if they wiU but follow 
where he leads. 

"As for thee, dear Timothy,” he says, “I counsel that in the 
earnest exercise of mystical contemplation thou leave the senses 
and the operations of the intellect and all things that the senses 
or the intellect can perceive, and all things in this world of 
nothingness or that world of being, and that, thine understanding 
being laid to rest, thou ascend (so far as thou mayest) towards 
union with Him whom neither being nor understanding can con- 
tain For by the unceasing and absolute renunciation of thyself 
and aU things, thou shalt in pureness cast all things aside, and 
be released from all, and so shalt be led upwards to,the Ray of 
that Divine Darkness which exceedeth all existence ”‘^gam, "The 
Divine Dark is nought else but that inaccessible light wherein 
the Lord is said to dwell. Although it is invisible because of its 
dazzhng splendours and unsearchable because of the abundance 
of its supernatural bnghtness, nevertheless, whosoever deserves 
to see and know God rests therein, and, by the very fact that he 
neither sees nor knows, is truly %n that which surpasses all truth 
and aU knowledge ”* j 

It has become a commonplace with writers on mystiasm to 
say, that all subsequent contemplatives took from Dionysius 
this idea of “Divine Darkness,” and entrance therein as the 
soul's highest pnvilege took it, so to speak, ready-made and on 
faith, and incorporated it m their tradition To argue thus is to 
forget that mystics are above all things practical people. They 
do not write for the purpose of handing on a philosophical scheme, 
but in order to describe something which they have themselves 

> Dionysius the Areopagite, “De Mystica Theologia," i i. 

> Ibid , letter to Dorothy the Deacon Tlus passage seems to be the source 
of Vaughan's celebrated verse m "The Night" — 

“There is in God, some say, 

A deep but dazzhng darloiess, as men here 
Say it IS late and dusky because they 
See not all clear 

O for that Night I where I in Him 
Might Uve invisible and dim " 
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experienced, something which they feel to be of transcendent 
importance for humanity If. therefore, they persist — and they 
do persist— in using this simile of “darkness” to describe their 
experience in contemplation, it can only be because it fits the 
facts No Hegelian needs to be told that we shall need the addition 
of its opposite before we can hope to approach the truth and it is 
exactly the opposite of this “dim ignorance” which is offered us 
by mystics of the “joyous” or “intimate” t}T)e, who find their 
supreme satisfaction m the positive experience of “union,” the 
“mystical marriage of the soul ” 

What, then, do those who use this image of the “dark” really 
mean by it? They mean this that God in His absolute Reality 
IS unknowable — is dark — to man’s intellect which is, as Bergson 
has reminded us, adapted to other purposes than those of divine 
intuition. When, under the spur of mystic love, the whole per- 
sonality of man comes into contact with that Reality, it enters 
a plane of experience to which none of the categories of the 
intellect apply Reason finds itself, in a most actual sense, "in 
the dark” — ^immersed m the Cloud of Unknowing This dimness 
and loslness of the mind, then, is a necessary part of the mystic's 
ascent to the Absolute That Absolute — the Mystenum tremendum 
et fascinans • — wiU not be "known of the heart” until we acknow- 
ledge that It IS "unknown of the mtellect” , and obey the Dionysian 
injunction to leave “the operations of the understanding” on one 
side The movement of the contemplative must be a movement 
of the whole man he is to “precipitate himself, free and un- 
fettered,” into the bosom of Reahty. Only when he has thus 
transcended sight and knowledge, can he be sure that he has 
also transcended the world with which th&e faculties are com- 
petent to deal, and is tn that Wholly Other which surpasses all 
image and all idea. 

"This IS Love to fly heavenward. 

To rend, every instant, a hundred veils. 

The first moment, to renounce life , 

The last step, to fare without feet 
To regard this world as invisible, 

Not to see what appears to oneself "> 

This acknowledgment of our intellectual ignorance, this 
humble surrender, is the entrance into the “Cloud of Unknowing” 
the first step towards mystical knowledge of the Absolute 
"For Truth and Humility are fuU true sisters,” says Hilton, 

‘ R Otto, ‘‘The Idea of the Holy," caps 111 and iv The whole of this work 
should be studied in its bearing on the contemplation of supra-rational Reality 
> Jalalu 'd Din, “Selected Poems from the Divan," p 137. 
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"fastened together in love and chanty, and there is no distance 
of counsel betwixt them two.”* 

"Thou askest me and sayest,” says the author of “The Cloud 
of Unknowing,” "How shall I think on Himself and what is He? 
and to this I cannot answer thee but thus I wot not 

"For thou hast brought me with thy question, into that same 
darkness and into that same cloud of unknowing that I would 
thou wert in thyself For of all other creatures and their works, yea, 
and of the works of God’s self may a man through grace have 
fulhead of knowledge, and well he can think of them, but of God 
Himself can no man think And therefore I wiU leave all that 
thing that I can think, and choose to my love that thing that I 
cannot think. For why. He may well be loved, but not thought. 
By love may He be gotten and holden, but by thought never . . . 
Smite upon that thick cloud of unknowing with a sharp dart of 
longing love, and go not thence for thing that befaUeth 

So long, therefore, as the object of the mystic's contemplation 
is amenable to thought, is something which he can "know,” he 
may be quite sure that it is not the Absolute, but only a partial 
image or sjmibol of the Absolute To find that final Reality, he 
must enter into the "cloud of unknowing” — must pass beyond 
the plane on which the intellect can work. 

"When I say darkness,” says the same great mystic, "I mean 
thereby a lack of knowing And for this reason it is not called 
a cloud of the air, but a cloud of unknowing, that is between 
thee and thy God ”3 

The business of the contemplative, then, is to enter this cloud • 
the "good dark,” as Hilton calls it The deliberate inhibition of 
discursive thought and rejection of images, which takes place m 
the “orison of quiet,” is one of the ways in which this entrance is 
effected personal surrender, or “self-naughting,” is another He 
who, by dint of detachment and introversion, enters the "nothing- 
ness” or "ground of the soul,” enters also into the "Dark”, a 
statement which seems simple enough until we try to realize 
what it means 

"O where,” says the bewildered disciple in one of Boehme’s 
dialogues, "is this naked Ground of the Soul void of all Self? 
And how shall I come at the hidden centre, where God dweUeth 
and not man? Tell me plainly, loving Sir, where it is, and how 
it IS to be found of me, and entered into ? 

"Master. There where the soul hath slam its own Will and 
willeth no more any Thing as from itself . 

• “The Scale of Perfection,” bk u cap xiu 

* “The Cloud of Unknoiving," cap vi 

3 Ibid , cap IV 
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"Disciple But how shall I comprehend it? 

"Master If thou goest about to comprehend it, then it will 
fly away from thee, but if thou dost surrender thyself wholly up 
to it, then it will abide with thee, and become the Life of thy 
Life, and be natural to thee "* 

The author of "The Cloud of Unknowing” is particularly 
exphcit as to the sense of dimness and confusion which over- 
whelms the self when it first enters this Dark, a proceeding 
which IS analogous to that annihilation of thought m the interests 
of passive receptivity which we have studied in the “Quiet " 

"At the first time when thou dost it,” he says of the neophyte’s 
first vague steps in contemplation, "thou findest but a darkness, 
and as it were a cloud of unknowing thou knowest not what, saving 
that thou feelest in thy wiU a naked intent unto God This dark- 
ness and this cloud is, howsoever thou dost, betwixt thee and thy 
'God, and letteth thee, that thou mayest neither see Him clearly 
by light of understanding in thy reason, nor feel Him in sweetness 
of love in thine affection. And therefore shape thee to bide in 
this darkness as long as thou mayest, evermore crying after Him 
that thou lovest For if ever thou shalt feel Him or see Him as 
it may be here, it behoveth always to be in this cloud and this 
darkness.”* 

From the same century, but from a very different country 
and temperament, comes another testimony as to the supreme 
value of this dark contemplation of the Divine this absorption, 
beyond the span of thought or emotion, in the "substance of 
all that Is." It is one of the most vivid and detailed accounts 
of this strange form of consciousness which we possess, and 
deserves to be compared carefully with the statements of "The 
Cloud of Unknowing,” and of St. John of the Cross We owe it 
to that remarkable personahty, the Blessed Angela of Fohgno, 
who was converted from a life of worldlmess to become not only 
a Franciscan, but also a Platomc mystic. In it we seem to hear 
the voice of Plotinus speaking from the Vale of Spoleto 

"Whilst I was questioning her,” says her secretary, "Christ’s 
faithful one was suddenly rapt in spirit and seemed not to under- 
stand my words And then was given her a wondrous grace 
After a short time . . she began to tell me what follows. ‘My 
soul has ]ust been rapt to a state in which I tasted unspeakable 
]oy I knew all I longed to know, possessed all I longed to possess 
I saw all Good ’ She said further 'In this state the soul cannot 
beheve that this Good will ever depart from her, or that she will 
depart from it, or that she will again be separated from it But 

■ Boehme, “Three Dialogues of the Supersensual Life,” p 71 
> “The Cloud of Unknowing," cap m 
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she delights herself in that Sovereign Good My soul sees nothing 
whatever that can be told of the lips or the heart, she sees nothing, 
and she sees All . No good that can be descnbcd or conceived 
IS now the object of my hope, for I have put all my hope in a 
secret Good, most hid and secret, which I apprehend in great 
darkness ’ And as I, the brother, could not receive or understand 
this dark, Christ’s faithful one wishing to explain said Tf I 
see it in the dark, it is because it surpasses all good AH, all the 
rest IS but darkness. All which the soul or heart can reach is 
inferior to this Good That which I have told hitherto, namely, all 
the soul grasps when she sees all creatures filled with God, when 
she sees the divine power, and when she sees the divine will, is 
infenor to this most secret Good, because this Good which I see 
m the darkness is the All, and all other things are but parts.' 
And she added, 'Though inexpressible, these other things bnng 
dehght, but this vision of God in darkness brings no smile to 
the hps, no devotion or fervour of love to the soul . All the 
countless and unspeakable favours God has done to me, all the 
words He has said to me, all you have written are, I know, so 
far below the Good I see in that great darkness that I do not 
put in them my hope’ . . Chnst’s faithful one told me that her 
mind had been uphfted but three times to this most high and 
ineffable mode of beholding God m great darkness, and in a 
vision so marvellous and complete Certainly she had seen the 
Sovereign Good countless times and always darkly; yet never in 
such a high manner and through such great dark 
These words, and indeed tiie whole idea which hes at the 
bottom of “dark contemplation,” will perhaps be better under- 
stood m the hght of Baron von Hugel’s deeply significant saying 
“Souls loving God in His Infinite Individuality will necessanly 
love Him beyond their intellectual comprehension of Him, 
the element of devoted trust, of free self-donation to One fully 
known only through and in such an act, will thus remain to man 
for ever Hence, the contemplative act, which is an act of loving 
and self-forgetting concentration upon the Divine — the out- 
pounng of man's httle and finite personahty towards the Absolute 
Personahty of God — will, in so far as it transcends thought, mean 
darkness for the intellect , but it may mean radiance for the heart. 
Psychologically, it wiU mean the necessary depletion of the surface- 
consciousness, the stilhng of the mechanism of thought, m the 
interests of another centre of consciousness. Since this new centre 
makes enormous demands on the self's stock of vitahty its estab- 
hshment must involve, for the time that it is active, the with- 

■ St, AngMe, loc czl , pp 210-12 (English translation, p 181) 

' “The Mystical Element of Rehgion," vol 11 p 257. 
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drawal of energy from other centres Thus the "night of 
thought" becomes the strictly logical corollary of the “hght of 
perception " 

No one has expressed this double character of the Divine 
Dark — ^its "nothingness” for the dissecting knife of reason, its 
supreme fruitfulness for expansive, active love — ^with so delicate 
an insight as St John of the Cross In his work the Christian 
touch of personal rapture vivifies the exact and sometimes and 
descnptions of the Neoplatonic mystics A great poet as well as a 
great mystic, m his poem on the "Obscure Night,” he brings 
to bear on the actual and ineffable experience of the introverted 
soul all the highest powers of artistic expression, all the resources 
of musical rhythm, the suggestive qualities of metaphor 

"Upon an obscure night 
Fevered with Love’s anxiety 
(O hapless, happy plight ') 

I went, none seeing me. 

Forth from my house, where all thinp quiet be 

. By night, secure from sight 
And by a secret stair, disguisedly, 

(O hapless, happy plight') 

By night, and pnvily 

Forth from my house, where all things quiet be. 

Blest night of wandenng 

In secret, when by none might I be spied, 

Nor I see anything. 

Without a light to guide 
Save that which in my heart burnt m my side 

That light did lead me on. 

More surely than the shming of noontide 
Where well I knew that One 
Did for my coming bide. 

Where He abode might none but He abide. 

O night that didst lead thus, 

O night more lovely than the dawn of light . 

O night that broughtest us. 

Lover to lover’s sight. 

Lover to loved, in marriage of dehght ' 

Upon my flowery breast 

Wholly for Him and save Himself for none. 

There did I give sweet rest 
To my beloved one 

The fanning of the cedars breathed thereon 

' ‘En una Noche Escura ” This translation, by Mr Arthur Symons, will be 
lound in vol 11. of his Collected Poems 
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Observe in these verses the perfect fusion of personal and 
metaphysical imagery, each contributing by its suggestive 
qualities to a total effect which conveys to us, we hardly know 
how, the obscure yet flaming rapture of the mystic, the affirmation 
of his burning love and the accompanying negation of his mental 
darkness and quiet — that " hapless, happy phght.” All is here 
the secrecy of the contemplative’s true hfe, unseen of other men, 
his dehberate and active abandonment of the comfortable house 
of the senses, the dim, unknown plane of being into which his 
ardent spint must plunge — a "night more lovely than the dawn 
of hght" — the Inward Light, the fire of mystic love, which guides 
his footsteps "more surely than the shining of noon-tide" the 
self -giving ecstasy of the consummation "wholly for Him, and 
save Himself for none,” in which lover attains communion with 
Beloved "in marriage of delight ’’ 

In his book, "The Dark Night of the Soul,” St John has 
commented upon the opening lines of this poem, and the passages 
in which he does this are amongst the finest and most subtle 
descnptions of the psychology of contemplation which we possess. 

"The soul,” he says, "cadis the dim contemplation, by which 
it ascends to the union of love, a secret stair, and that because 
of two properties of this contemplation which I shall explain 
separately First, this dark contemplation is called secret, 
because it is, as I have said before, the mystical theology which 
theologians call secret wisdom, and which according to St. Thomas 
is infused into the soul more especially by love This happens in 
a secret hidden way, in which the natural operations of the 
understanding and the other powers have no share . . The soul 
can neither discern nor give it a name, neither desires so to do ; 
and besides, it can discover no way nor apt comparison by which 
to make known a knowledge so high, a spiritual impression so 
delicate and infused. So that even if the soul felt the most lively 
desire to explain itself, and heaped up explanations, the secret 
would remain a secret still Because this interior wisdom is so 
simply, general, and spintual, that it enters not into the under- 
standing under the guise of any form or image perceptible to 
sense. Therefore the senses and the imagination — ^which have not 
served as intermediaries, and have perceived no sensible form or 
colour — cannot account for it, nor form any conception of it, 
so as to speak about it , though the soul be distinctly aware that 
it feels and tastes this strange wisdom The soul is hke a man who 
sees an object for the first time, the hke of which he has never 
seen before, he perceives it and hkes it, yet he cannot say what 
it IS, nor give it a name, do what he wiU, though it be even an 
object cognisable by the senses. How much less, then, can that 

AA 
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be described, which does not enter in by the senses Inex- 
pressible in its nature, as we have said, it is rightly called secret 
And for yet another reason it is so railed, for this mystical 
wisdom has the property of hiding the soul within itself For 
beside its ordinary operation, it sometimes happens that this 
wisdom absorbs the soul and plunges it in a secret abyss wherein 
it sees itself distinctly as far away, and separated from, all created 
things , it looks upon itself as one that is placed in a profound and 
vast sohtude whither no creature can come, and which seems an 
immense wilderness without limits And this sohtude is the more 
delicious, sweet, and lovely, the more it is deep, vast, and empty 
There the soul is the more hidden, the more it is raised up above 
all created things 

“This abyss of wisdom now hfts up and enlarges the soul, 
giving it to dnnk at the very sources of the science of love 
Thereby it perceives how lowly is the condition of all creatures 
m respect to the supreme knowledge and sense of the Divine 
It also understands how low, defective, and, in a certain sense, 
improper, are all the words and phrases by which m this life we 
discuss divine things , that they escape the best efforts of human 
art and science, and that only the mystical theology can know 
and taste what these things are in their reality 

In this important passage we have a reconciliation of the 
four chief images under which contemplation has been described 
the darkness and the light, the wilderness and the union of love 
That is to say, the self's paradoxical sense of an ignorance which 
IS supreme knowledge, and of a sohtude which is intimate com- 
panionship On the last of these antitheses, the “wilderness that 
is more delicious, sweet, and lovely, the more it is wide, vast, and 
emply,” I cannot resist quoting, as a gloss upon the dignified 
language of the Spanish mystic, the quaint and simple words of 
Ridiard Rolle 

“In the wilderness . . speaks the loved to the heart of the 
lover, as it were a bashful lover, that his sweetheart before men 
entreats not, nor friendly-wise but commonly and as a stranger 
he kisses A devout soul safely from w'orldly business in mind 
and body departed . . anon comes heavenly joy, and it mar- 

vellously making merry melody, to her springs, whose token 
she takes, that now forward worldly sound gladly she suffers not 

‘ St John of the Cross, “Noche Hscura del Alma," 1 ii cap xvii It is perhaps 
advisable to warn the reader that m this work St John applies the image of 
“darkness" to three absolutely different things ( e , to a purgation of mind 
which he calls the “night of sense", to dim contemplation, or the Dionjsian 
“Divine Dark", and to the true “dark night of the soul," wliicli he calls the 
“night of the spint " The result has been a good deal of confusion, in modern 
writers on mysticism, upon the subject of the “Dark Night " 
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This is ghostly music, that is unknown to all that with worldly 
business lawful or unlawful are occupied No man there is that 
this has known, but he that has studied to God only to take heed 
Doubtless the “dark transcendence" reported and dwelt upon 
by all mystics of the Dionysian type, is nearest the truth of all 
our apprehensions of God though it can be true only m the 
paradoxical sense that it uses the suggestive qualities of negation 
— the Dark whose very existence involves that of Light — to hint 
at the infinite Affirmation of All that Is But the nearer this 
language is to the Absolute, the further it is from ourselves 
Unless care be taken in the use of it, the elimination of falsehood 
may easily involve for us the elimination of everything else Man 
is not yet pure spirit, has not attained the Eternal He is m via, 
and will never arnve if impatient amateurs of Reality insist on 
cutting the ground from under his feet. Like Dante, he needs a 
ladder to the stars, a ladder which goes the whole way from the 
human to the divine Therefore the philosophic exactitude of 
these descnptions of the dark must be balanced, as they are in 
St. John of the Cross, by the personal, human, and s3mibohc 
affirmations of Love, if we would avoid a distorted notion of the 
Reality which the contemplative attains in his supreme "flights 
towards God.” Consciousness has got to be helped across the gap 
which separates it from its Home 
The "wilderness,” the dread Abyss, must be made homely 
by the voice of "the lover that His sweetheart before men entreats 
not ” Approximate as we know such an image of our communion 
with the Absolute to be, it represents a real aspect of the con- 
templative experience which eludes the rule and compass of 
metaphysical thought Blake, with true mystic insight, summed 
up the situation as between the two extreme forms of contem- 
plation when he wrote — 3 

"God appears, and God is Light 
To those poor souls who dwell in night 
But doth a human form display 
To those who dwell m realms of day ” 

In the "orison of union" and the "Spiritual Marnage," those 
contemplatives whose temperament inchnes them to "dwell in 
realms of day” receive just such a revelation of the "human 
form” — a revelation which the Christian dogma of the Incarnation 
brings to a point They apprehend the personal and passionate 
aspect of the Infinite Life, and the love, at once intimate and 
expansive, all-demanding and all-renouncing, which plays like 

• “The Fire oJ Love," bk u cap vii , 

• Compare Baker, “Holy Wisdom," Treatise m § iv cap iv 

3 “Auguries of Innocence " 
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lightning between it and the desirous soul. "Thou saidst to me, 
my only Love, that Thou didst will to make me Thyself, and that 
Thou wast all mine, with all that Thou hadst and with all Para- 
dise, and that I was all Thine That I should leave aU, or rather 
the nothing, and that (then) Thou wouldst give me the all. And 
that Thou hadst given me this name — at which words I heard 
within me ‘dedi te in lucem gentium’ — ^not without good reason 
And it seemed then, as though I had an inchnation for nothing 
except the purest Union, without any means, m accordance with 
that detailed sight which Thou hadst given me. So then I said 
to Thee These other things, give them to whom Thou wilt, 
give me but this most pure Union with Thee, free from every 
means 

"Our work is the love of God,” cries Ruysbroeck. "Our satis- 
faction hes in submission to the Divine Embrace.” This utter 
and abrupt submission to the Divine Embrace is the essence of 
that form of contemplation which is called the Orison of Union 
"Surrender” is its secret a personal surrender, not only of finite 
to Infinite, but of bride to Bridegroom, heart to Heart. This 
surrender, m contemplatives of an appropnate temperament, is 
of so complete and ecstatic a t3rpe that it involves a more or less 
complete suspension of normal consciousness, an entranceinent, 
and often crosses the boundary which separates contemplation 
from true ecstasy, producing in its subject physical as well as 
psychical effects In this state, says St Teresa, "There is no sense 
of anything only fruition, without understanding what that may 
be the fruition of which is granted It is understood that the 
frmtion is of a certain good, containing in itself all good together 
at once, but this good is not comprehended The senses are all 
occupied in this fruition in such a way, that not one of them is at 
liberty so as to be able to attend to anything else, whether out- 
ward or inward But this state of complete absorption, 

together with the utter rest of the imagination — for I beheve 
that the imagination is then whoUy at rest — lasts only for a 
short time, though the faculties do not so completely recover 
themselves as not to be for some hours afterwards as if in dis- 
order . . He who has had experience of this will understand it 

in some measure, for it cannot be more clearly described, because 
what then takes place is so obscure All I am able to say is, that 
the soul IS represented as being close to God, and that there abides 
a conviction thereof so certain and strong that it cannot possibly 
help believing so AH the faculties fail now, and are suspended 
m such a way that, as I said before, their operations cannot be 

* Colloquies of Battista Vemazza. quoted by Von Hugcl, “The Mystical 
Element of Religion," vol. i p 350. 
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traced. . . The wiU must be fully occupied in loving, but it 
understands not how it loves, the understanding, if it under- 
stands, does not understand how it understands It does not 
understand, as it seems to me, because, as I said ]ust now, this 
is a matter which cannot be understood Clearly, the psycho- 
logical situation here is the same as that m which mystics of the 
impersonal type feel themselves to be involved in the Cloud of 
Unknowing, or Divine Dark 

“Do not imagine," says St Teresa in another place, "that this 
onson, like that which went before \i e , the quiet] is a sort of 
drowsiness (I caU it drowsiness, because the soul seems to slumber, 
being neither thoroughly asleep, nor thoroughly awake). In the 
prayer of union the soul is asleep, fast asleep as regards herself 
and earthly things In fact, dunng the short time that this state 
lasts she is deprived of all feeling, and though she wishes it, she 
can think of nothing Thus she needs no effort in order to suspend 
her thoughts, if the soul can love — she knows not how or when 
she loves, nor what she desires . . she is, as it were, entirely 
dead to the world, the better to live in God 

It may be asked, in what way does such contemplation as 
this differ from unconsciousness The difference, according to 
St. Teresa, consists in the definite somewhat which takes place 
during this inhibition of the surface-consciousness a “somewhat” 
of which that surface-consciousness becomes aware when it 
awakes. True contemplation, as the mystics are constantly 
assuring us, must always be judged by its fruits If it be genuine, 
work has been done during the penod of apparent passivity. 
The deeper self has escaped, has risen to freedom, and returns 
other than it was before We must remember that Teresa is 
speaking from experience, and that her temperamental pecuhanties 
modify the form winch this expenence takes “The soul," 
she says, “neither sees, hears, nor understands anything while 
this state lasts; but this is usually a very short time, and seems 
to the soul even shorter than it really is God visits the soul in 
a way that prevents it doubting when it comes to itself that it 
has been in God and God in it, and so firmly is it convinced of 
this truth that, though years may pass before this state recurs, 
the soul can never forget it nor doubt its reality . . But you will 
say, how can the soul see and comprehend that she is in God and 
God in her, if dunng this union she is not able either to see or 
understand I reply, that she does not see it at the time, but that 
afterwards she perceives it clearly not by a vision, but by a 
certitude which remains in the heart which God alone can give.” 3 

* Vida, cap xvm §§ 2, 17, 19 

> "El Castillo Interior," Moradas Quintas, cap. 1. 


i Op nt , loc ctt. 



CHAPTER VIII 


ECSTASY AND RAPTURE 


Ecstasy is the last term of Contemplation — ^Mystics regard it as a very favour- 
able state — Its physical aspect — The trance — an abnormal bodily state — ^Healthy 
and unhealthy trances — their characteristics — St Catherine of Genoa — ^Psy- 
chological aspect of ecstasy — Complete mono-ideism — A temporary unification 
of consciousness — Often helped by symbols — ^St Catherine of Siena — ^Description 
of healthy ecstasy — It entails a new perception of Reality — 'Mystical aspect of 
Ecstasy — a state of “Pure Apprehension” — the completion of the Orison of 
Union — Sometimes hard to distinguish from it — The real distinction is in entrance- 
ment — St Teresa on union and ecstasy — 'Results of ecstasy confirm those of 
contemplation — no sharp line possible between the two — ^Many cases cannot 
be classified — Rolle on two forms of Rapture — The mystic in ecstasy claims that 
he attains the Absolute — The nature of his consciousness — a concentration of 
his whole being on one act — A perception of Eternity — Suso — the Neoplatonists 
— Plotinus — Self-mergence — Jacopone da Todi — Ecstatic vision — Rapture — its 
distinction from Ecstasy — ^it indicates psycho-physical disharmony — St Teresa 
on Rapture — Levitation — Rapture always entails bodily immobility — generally 
mental disorder — Its final result good for life — Ecstatic states contribute to the 
organic development of the self 

S INCE the object of all contemplation is the production of 
that state ot intimate communion m which the mystics 
declare that the self is "in God and God is m her,” it might 
be supposed that the onson of umon represented the end of mystical 
activity, in so far as it is concerned with the attainment of a 
transitory but exalted consciousness of "oneness with the 
Absolute ” Nearly all the great contemplatives, however, describe 
as a distinct, and regard as a more advanced phase of the spiritual 
consciousness, the group of definitely ecstatic states in which the 
concentration of interest on the Transcendent is so complete, the 
gathering up and pounng out of life on this one point so intense, 
that the subject is more or less entranced, and becomes, for the 
time of the ecstasy, unconscious of the external world. In ordinary 
contemplation he refused to attend to that external world it was 
there, a blurred image, at the fringe of his conscious field, but he 
deliberately left it on one side In ecstasy he cannot attend to it 
None of its messages reach him not even those most insistent of 
all messages which are translated into the terms of bodily pain 
AU mystics agree m regarding such ecstasy as an exceptionally 
favourable state; the one in which man’s spirit is caught up to 
the most immediate union with the divine The word has become 
a synonym for joyous exaltation, for the inebriation of the Infinite 

358 
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The induced ecstasies of the Dionysian mystenes, the metaphysical 
raptures of the Neoplatomsts, the voluntary or involuntary trance 
of Indian mystics and Christian saints — all these, however widely 
they may differ in transcendental value, agree in claiming such 
value, m declaring that this change in the quality of consciousness 
brought with it a valid and ineffable apprehension of the Real 
Clearly, this apprehension will vary m quahty and content with 
the place of the subject in the spiritual scale The ecstasy is merely 
the psycho-physical condition which accompanies it “It is hardly 
a paradox to say,” says Myers, "that the evidence for ecstasj-st 
stronger than the evidence for any other religious belief Of a. 
the subjective experiences of rehgion, ecstasy is that which has 
been most urgently, perhaps to the psychologist most convincingly 
asserted, and it is not confined to any one religion . From the 
medicine man of the lowest savages up to St John, St Peter, and 
St Paul, with Buddha and Mahomet on the way, we find records 
which, though morally and intellectually much diffenng, are in 
psychological essence the same."' 

There are three distinct aspects under which the ecstatic state 
may be studied (a) the physical, (b) the psychological, (c) the 
mystical. Many of the deplorable misunderstandings and still 
more deplorable mutual recnminations which surround its 
discussion come from the refusal of experts in one of these three 
branches to consider the results arrived at by the other two. 

A Physically considered, ecstasy is a trance ; more or less deep, 
more or less prolonged. The subject may slide into it gradually 
from a penod of absorption m, or contemplation of, some idea 
which has filled the field of consciousness or, it may come on 
suddenly, the appearance of the idea — or even some word or 
sjmibol suggesting the idea — abruptly throwing the subject into 
an entranced condition This is the state which some mystical 
writers caU Rapture The distinction, however, is a conventional 
one and the works of the mystics describe many intermediate 
forms 

Dunng the trance, breathing and circulation are depressed 
The body is more or less cold and rigid, remaining in the exact 
position which it occupied at the oncoming of the ecstasy, however 
difficult and unnatural this pose may be Sometimes entrancement 
is so deep that there is complete anaesthesia, as in the case which 
I quote from the life of St Catherine of Siena - Credible witnesses 
report that Bernadette, the visionary of Lourdes, held the flaming 
end of a candle m her hand for fifteen minutes during one of her 
ecstasies. She felt no pain, neither did the flesh show any marks 

• “Human Peis.onality and its Survival of Bodily Death,” vol. ii p. 260 

» V%de infra, p. 365 
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of burning. Similar instances of ecstatic anaesthesia abound 
in the lives of the saints, and are also characteristic of certain 
pathological states.' 

The trance includes, according to the testimony of the ecstatics, 
two distinct phases — (a) the short period of lucidity and (6) a 
longer period of complete unconsciousness, which may pass into a 
death like catalepsy, lasting for hours; or. as once with St Teresa, 
for days "The difference between union and trance,’’ says Teresa, 
“is this that the latter lasts longer and is more visible outwardly, 
^'ause the breathing gradually diminishes, so that it becomes 
^^^'ossible to speak or to open the eyes And though this very 
Lj^mg occurs when the soul is in union, there is more violence in a 
trance , for the natural warmth vanishes, I know not how, when the 
rapture is deep, and in all these kinds of orison there is more or 
less of this When it is deep, as I was saying, the hands become cold 
and sometimes stiff and straight as pieces of wood, as to the body, 
if the rapture comes on when it is standing or kneehng it remains 
so, and the soul is so full of the ]oy of that which Our Lord is 
setting before it, that it seems to forget to animate the body and 
abandons it If the rapture lasts, the nerves are made to feel it ’’® 

Such ecstasy as this, so far as its physical symptoms go, is not 
of course the peculiar privilege of the mystics It is an abnormal 
bodily state, caused by a psychic state and this causal psychic 
state may be healthy or unhealthy, the result of genius or disease 
It IS common in the httle understood type of personality called 
"sensitive” or mediumistic it is a well-known symptom of certain 
mental and nervous illnesses A feeble mind concentrated on one 
idea — like a hypnotic subject gazmg at one spot — easily becomes 
entranced, however tnvial the idea which gained possession of his 
consciousness Apart from its content, then, ecstasy carries no 
guarantee of spintual value It merely indicates the presence of 
certain abnormal psycho-physical conditions an alteration of the 
normal equilibnum, a shifting of the threshold of consciousness, 
which leaves the body, and the whole usual "external world” 
outside instead of inside the conscious field, and even affects those 
physical functions — such as breathing — ^which are almost entirely 
automatic Thus ecstasy, physically considered, may occur in any 
person in whom (i) the threshold of consciousness is exceptionally 
mobile and (a) there is a tendency to dwell upon one governing idea 
or intuition. Its worth depends entirely on the objective value 
of that idea or intuition. 

In the hysterical patient, thanks to an unhealthy condition 
of the centres of consciousness, any trivial or irrational idea, any 

' An interesting modem case is reported m the Lancet, i8 March, 1911 

* Relaccion, vui 8. 
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one of the odds and ends stored up in the subliminal region, may 
thus become fixed, dominate the mind, and produce entrancement. 
Such ecstasy is an lUness the emphasis is on the pathological state 
which makes it possible In the mystic, the idea which fills his 
life is so great a one — the idea of God — that, in proportion as it is 
vivid, rei, and intimate, it inevitably tends to monopolize the 
field of consciousness. Here the emphasis is on the overpowenng 
strength of spirit, riot on the feeble and unhealthy state of body 
or mind ‘ This true ecstasy, says Godfemeaux, is not a malady, 
but "the extreme form of a state which must be classed amongst 
the ordinary accidents of conscious life 

The mystics themselves are fully aware of the importance of 
this distinction Ecstasies, no less than visions and voices, must, 
they declare, be subjected to unsparing criticism before they are 
recognized as divine whilst some are undoubtedly "of God,” 
others are no less clearly "of the devil " "The great doctors of the 
mystic hfe,” says Malaval, "teach that there are two sorts of 
rapture, which must be carefully distinguished The first are pro- 
duced in persons but little advanced in the Way, and still full of 
selfhood, either by the force of a heated imagination which 
vividly apprehends a sensible object, or by the artifice of the Devil 
These are the raptures which St Teresa calls, in various parts of 
her works. Raptures of Feminine Weakness The other sort of 
Rapture is, on the contrary, the effect of pure intellectual vision 
in those who have a great and generous love for God To generous 
souls who have utterly renounced themselves, God never fails in 
these raptures to communicate high things ”3 

An the mystics agree with Malaval in finding the test of a true 
ecstasy, not in its outward sign, -but in its inward grace, its after- 
value and here psychology would do well to follow their example. 
The ecstatic states, which are supreme instances of the close 
connection between body and soul, have bodily as well as mental 
results and those results are as different and as charactenstic as 
those observed in healthy and m morbid organic processes If the 
concentration has been upon the highest centre of consciousness, 
the organ of spiritual perception — ^if a door has really been opened 
by which the self has escaped for an instant to the vision of That 
’^ich Is — the ecstasy will be good for life The entrancement of 

* St Thomas proves ecstasies to be inevitable on jnsl this psychological ground 
“The higher our mind is raised to the contemplation of spiritual thmgs," he says, 
“the more it is abstracted from sensible thmgs But the final term to which con- 
templation can possibly arrive is the divine substance Therefore the mind that 
sees the divme substance must be totally divorced from the bodily senses, either 
by death or hy some rapture" ("Summa contra Gentiles," 1 m cap xlvii , 
lUckaby's translation) 

• “Sur la Psychologic du M3rsticisme" {Revue Phtlosophtque, February, 1902) 

3 Ii/Lalaval, “La Pratique de la Vraye Thfeologie Mystique,” vol, 1. p. 89. 
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disease, on the contrary, is always bad for life. Its concentration 
being upon the lower instead of the higher levels of mentahty, it 
depresses rather than enhances the vitahty, the fervour, or the 
intelligence of its subject and leaves behind it an enfeebled will, 
and often moral and intellectual chaos ’ “Ecstasies that do not 
produce considerable profit either to the persons themselves or 
others, deserve to be suspected,” says Augustine Baker, “and 
when any marks of their approaching are perceived, the persons 
ought to divert their minds some other way It is the difference 
between a healthy appetite for nourishing food and a morbid 
craving for garbage The same organs of digestion are used in 
satisfying both yet he would be a hardy physiologist who under- 
took to discredit all nutrition by a reference to its degenerate forms 

Sometimes both kinds of ecstasy, the healthy and the psycho- 
pathic, are seen m the same person Thus m the cases of St 
Catherine of Genoa and St Catherine of Siena it would seem that 
as their health became feebler and the nervous instability always 
found in persons of genius increased, their ecstasies became more 
frequent ; but these were not healthy ecstasies, such as those which 
they experienced in the earlier stages of their careers, and which 
brought with them an access of vitality They were the results of 
increasing weakness of body, not of the overpowering strength 
of the spirit . and there is evidence that Catherine of Genoa, that 
acute self-cntic, was conscious of this. “Those who attended on 
her did not know how to distinguish one state from the other 
And hence on coming to, she would sometimes say, 'Why did you 
let me remain in this quietude, from which I have almost died?’ 
Her earher ecstasies, on the contrary, had in a high degree the 
positive character of exaltation and life-enhancement consequent 
upon extreme concentration on the Absolute , as well as the merely 
negative character of annihilation of the surface-consciousness 
She came from them with renewed health and strength, as from a 
resting m heavenly places and a feeding on heavenly food and 
side by side with this ecstatic hfe, fulfilled the innumerable duties 
of her active vocation as hospital matron and spiritual mother 
of a large group of disciples “Many times,” says her legend, “she 
would hide herself in some secret place and there stay and being 
sought she was found upon the ground, her face hidden in her 
hands, altogether beyond herself, in such a state of joy as is beyond 
thought or speech and being called — yea, even in a loud voice— 
she heard not And at other times she would go up and down 

' Piei re J anet (“The Maior Symptoms of H)rsleria,” p 3 1 ( 5 ) says that a low enng 
of the mental level is an invariable symptom or “stigma" of hysteria 

> ‘ Holy Wisdom,” Treatise in § iv cap iii 

3 Von Hugel, “The Mystical Element of Religion,” vol, 1 p. 206 
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as if beyond herself, drawn by the impulse of love, she did this. 
And certain other times she remained for the space of six hours 
as if dead but hearing herself called, suddenly she got up, and 
answenng she would at once go about all that needed to be done, 
even the humblest things ' And m thus leaving the AH, she went 
without any grief, because she fled all selfhood (fa jyroprietA) as if 
it were the devil And when she came forth from her hiding-place, 
her face was rosy as it might be a cherub's, and it seemed as if 
she might have said, ‘Who shall separate me from the love of 
God?’ ”* "Very often,” says St Teresa, descnbing the results of 
such rapturous communion with Pure Love as that from W'hich 
St. Cathenne came ]oyous and rosy-faced, “he who was before 
sickly and full of pain comes forth healthy and even with new 
strength for it is something great that is given to the soul in 
rapture ”3 

B Psychologically considered, all ecstasy is a form — the most 
perfect form — of the state which is technically called "complete 
mono-ideism,” That withdrawal of consciousness from circum- 
ference to centre, that dehberate attention to one thing, which we 
discussed in Recollection, is here pushed — ^voluntarily or involun- 
tanly — ^to its logical conclusion It is (i) always paid for by 
psydio-physical disturbances, (2) rewarded in healthy cases by an 
enormous lucidity, a supreme intuition in regard to the one 
thing on which the self's interest has been set 

Such ecstasy, then, is an exalted form of contemplation, and 
might be expected in appropriate subjects to develop naturally 
from that state. "A simple difference of degree,” says Maury, 
"separates ecstasy from the action of forcibly fixing an idea in 
the nund Contemplation implies exercise of will, and the power 
of interrupting the extreme tension of the mind In ecstasy, which 
is contemplation carried to its highest pitch, the will, although,, 
in the stnctest sense able to provoke the state, is nevertheless 
unable to suspend it ”4 

In "complete mono-ideism” then, the attention to one thing, 
and the inattention to all else, is so entire that the subject is 
entranced Consciousness has been withdrawn from those centres 
which receive and respond to the messages of the external world 
he neither sees, feels, nor hears The Ego dormio et cor meum 
vigilat of the contemplative ceases to be a metaphor, and becomes 
a realistic descnption It must be remembered that the whole trend 

• This power of detecting and hearing the call of duty, though she was deaf to 
everything else, is evidently related to the peculiarity noticed byRibot, who says 
that an ecstatic hears no sounds, save, in some cases, the voice of one specific 
person, which is always able to penetrate the trance (“Les Maladies de la 
Volonte," p 125 ) ’ Vita e Dottmia, cap v 

3 Vida, cap xx § 29. 4 A. Maury, “Ifi Sommeil et les RSves,” p. 235. 
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of mystical education has been toward the production of this 
fixity of attention Recollection and Quiet lead up to it. Con- 
templation cannot take place without it All the mystics assure 
us that a unification of consciousness, in which all outward things 
are forgot, is the necessary prelude of union with the Divine, for 
consciousness of the Many and consciousness of the One are 
mutually exclusive states Ecstasy, for the psychologist, is such 
a unification in its extreme form The absorption of the self in the 
one idea, the one desire, is so profound — and in the case of the 
great mystics so impassioned — ^that everything else is blotted out 
The tide of life is withdrawn, not only from those higher centres 
which are the seats of perception and of thought, but also from 
those lower centres which govern the physical life The whole 
vitahty of the subject is so concentrated on the transcendental 
world — or, in a morbid ecstatic, on the idea which dominates his 
mind — that body and brain ahke are depleted of their energy 
in the interests of this supreme act. 

Since mystics have, as a rule, the extreme susceptibility to 
suggestions and impressions which is characteristic of artistic 
and creative types, it is not surpnsing that their ecstasies are 
often evoked, abruptly, by the exhibition of, or concentration 
upon, some loved and special symbol of the divine. Such symbols 
form the rallying-points about which are gathered a whole group 
of ideas and intuitions Their presence — sometimes the sudden 
thought of them — ^will be enough, in psychological language, to 
provoke a discharge of energy along some particular path that is 
to say, to stir to life all those ideas and intuitions which belong to 
the self’s consciousness of the Absolute, to concentrate vitality 
on them, and introduce the self into that world of perception of 
which they are, as it were, the material keys Hence the profound 
significance of symbols for some mystics their paradoxical 
clinging to outward forms, whilst declaring that the spiritual and 
intangible alone is real 

For the Christian mystics, the sacraments and mysteries of 
faith have always provided such a point d'appm, and these often 
play a large part m the production of their ecstasies For St 
Catherine of Siena, and also very often for her namesake of Genoa, 
the reception of Holy Communion was the prelude to ecstasy 
Juhan of Norwich' and St Francis of Assisi* became entranced 
whilst gazing on the crucifix We are told of Denis the Carthusian 
that towards the end of his life, heanng the Veni Creator or certain 
verses of the psalms, he was at once rapt in God and lifted up from 
the earth.3 

' “Revelations of Divine Love," cap ui ’ Vtde supra, ^ 181 

3 D A Mougel, “Denys le Chartreux," p. 32. 
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Of St. Catherine of Siena, her biographer says that "she used 
to communicate with such fervour that immediately afterwards 
she would pass into the state of ecstasy, m which for hours she 
would be totally unconscious On one occasion, finding her in this 
condition, they (the Dominican friars) forcibly threw her out of 
the church at midday, and left her in the heat of the sun watched 
over by some of her companions till she came to her senses ” 
Another, "catching sight of her in the church when she was in 
ecstasy, came down and pricked her in many places with a needle. 
Cathenne was not aroused in the least from her trance, but after- 
wards, when she came back to her senses, she felt the pain in her 
body and perceived that she had thus been wounded 

It IS interesting to compare with this objective description, the 
subjective account of ecstatic union which St Cathenne gives 
in her "Divine Dialogue.” Here, the deeper self of the mystic is 
giving in a dramatic form its own account of its inward expenences • 
hence we see the inward side of that outward state of entrance- 
ment, which was aU that onlookers were able to perceive. As 
usual in the Dialogue, the intuitive perceptions of the deeper self 
are attributed by St Cathenne to the Divine Voice speafang in 
her soul 

"Oftentimes, through the perfect union which the soul has made 
with Me, she is raised from the earth almost as if the heavy body 
became light But this does not mean that the heaviness of the 
body IS taken away, but that the union of the soul with Me is more 
perfect than the union of the body with the soul, wherefore the 
strength of the spirit, united with Me, raises the weight of the body 
from the earth, leaving it as if immoveable and all pulled to pieces 
in the affection of the soul Thou rememberest to have heard it 
said of some creatures, that were it not for My Goodness, in seeking 
strength for them, they would not be able to live, and I would 
tell thee that, in the fact that the souls of some do not leave their 
bodies, is to be seen a greater miracle than in the fact that some 
have arisen from the dead, so great is the union which they have 
with Me I, therefore, sometimes for a space withdraw from the 
union, making the soul return to the vessel of her body . . from 
which she was separated by the affection of love From the body 
die did not depart, because that cannot be except in death; the 
bodily powers alone departed, becoming united to Me through 
affection of love The memory is full of nothing but Me, the intel- 
lect, elevated, gazes upon the object of My Truth , the affection, 
which follows the intellect, loves and becomes united with that 
which the intellect sees These powers being umted and gathered 
together and immersed and inflamed in Me, the body loses its 

u ' E. Gardoer, "St Catherine of Siena," p 50. 
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feeling, so that the seeing eye sees not, and the hearing ear 
hears not, and the tongue does not speak , except as the abundance 
of the heart will sometimes permit it, for the alleviation of the 
heart and the praise and glory of My Name The hand does not 
touch and the feet walk not, because &e members are bound with 
the sentiment of Love 

A healthy ecstasy so deep as this seems to be the exclusive 
prerogative of the mystics perhaps because so great a passion, 
so profound a concentration, can be produced by nothing smaller 
than their flaming love of God. But as the technique of contempla- 
tion is employed more or less consciously by all types of creative 
genius — by inventors and philosophers, by poets, prophets, and 
musicians, by aU the followers of the “Tnple Star,” no less than 
by the mystic saints — ^so too this apotheosis of contemplation, 
the ecstatic state, sometimes appears in a less violent form, acting 
healthily and normally, in artistic and creative personalities at 
a complete stage of development. It may accompany the prophetic 
intuitions of the seer, the lucidity of the great metaphysician, the 
artist’s supreme perception of beauty or truth As the saint is 
"caught up to God,” so these are “caught up” to their vision their 
partial apprehensions of the Absolute Life Those joyous, expan- 
sive outgoing sensations, characteristic of the ecstatic conscious- 
ness, are theirs also Their greatest creations are translations to 
us, not of something they have thought, but of something they 
have known, in a moment of ecstatic union with the "great life 
of the All ” 

We begin, then, to think that the "pure mono-ideism," which 
the psychologist identifies with ecstasy, though doubtless a part, 
is far from being the whole content of this state. True, the ecstatic 
IS absorbed in his one idea, his one love he is in it and with it 
it fills his universe But this unified state of consciousness does 
not merely pore upon somethmg already possessed When it only 
does this, it IS diseased Its true business is pure perception It is 
outgoing, expansive, its goal is somethmg beyond itself The 
rearrangement of the psychic self which occurs in ecstasy is not 
merely concerned with the normal elements of consciousness It 
is rather a temporary unification of consciousness round that 
centre of transcendental perception whidi mystics caU the "apex" 
or the "spark of the soul ” Those deeper layers of personality 
which normal hfe keeps below the threshold are active in it and 
these are fused with the surface personality by the governing 
passion, the transcendent love which lies at the basis of all sane 
ecstatic states. The result is not merely a mind concentrated on 
one idea, nor a heart fixed on one desire, nor even a mmd and a 
> Dialogo, cap Ixxix 
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heart united in the interests of a beloved thought but a whole 
being welded into one, all its faculties, neglecting their normal 
universe, grouped about a new centre, serving a new life, and 
piercing like a single flame the barriers of the sensual world 
Ecstasy is the psycho-physical state which may accompany this 
bnef synthetic act. 

C. Therefore, whilst on its physical side ecstasy is an entrance- 
ment, on its mental side a complete unification of consciousness, 
on its mystical side it is an exalted act of perception It represents 
the greatest possible extension of the spintual consciousness m 
the direction of Pure Being the "blind intent stretching” here 
receives its reward in a profound experience of Eternal Life In 
this experience the departmental activities of thought and feeling, 
the consciousness of I-hood, of space and time — all that belongs 
to the World of Becoming and our own place therein — are sus- 
pended The vitahty which we are accustomed to spht amongst 
these various things, is gathered up to form a state of "pure 
apprehension” a vivid intuition of — or if you like conjunction 
with — ^the Transcendent For the time of his ecstasy the mystic 
is, for all practical purposes, as truly living in the supersensual 
Vtorld as the normal human animal is living in the sensual world. 
He is expenencmg the highest and most joyous of those tempo- 
rary and unstable states — those "passive unions” — in which his 
consciousness escapes the limitations of the senses, nses to 
freedom, and is united for an mstant with the "great hfe of 
the All” 

Ecstasy, then, from the contemplative’s point of view, is the 
development and completion of the onson of union, and he is not 
always at pains to distinguish the tw'o degrees, a fact which adds 
greatly to the difficulties of students ' In both states — though he 
may, for want of better language, describe his expenence m terms 
of sight — the Transcendent is perceived by contact, not by vision 
as, enfolded in darkness with one whom we love, we obtain a know- 
ledge far more complete than that conferred by the sharpest sight, 
the most perfect mental analysis. In Ecstasy, the apprehension 
is perhaps more definitely "beatific” than in the onson of union 
Such memory of his feehng-state as the ecstatic brings back with 
him IS more often concerned with an exultant certainty — a con- 
viction that he has known for once the Reahty which hath no 
image, and solved the paradox of life — ^than with meek self-loss in 
that Cloud of Unknowing where the contemplative in union is 
content to meet his Beloved. The true note of ecstasy, however, 
its only vahd distinction from infused contemplation, hes m 

> In the case of Dante, for instance, we do not know whether his absorption in 
the Eternal Light did or did not entail the condition of trance 
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entrancement ; in "being ravished out of fleshly feeling,” as St. Paul 
caught up to the Third Heaven,* not in "the lifting of mind unto 
God ” This, of course, is an outward distinction only, and a rough 
one at that, since entrancement has many degrees: but it will be 
found the only practical basis of classification. 

Probably none but those who have experienced these states 
know the actual difference between them Even St Teresa's 
psychological msight fails her here, and she is obhged to fall back 
on the difference between volimtary and mvoluntary absorption 
in the divine a difference, not in spiritual values, but merely 
in the psycho-physical constitution of those who have perceived 
these values "I wish I could explain with the help of God,” she 
says, "wherein union differs from rapture, or from transport, or 
from flight of the spirit, as they call it, or from trance, which are 
all one I mean that all these are only different names for that one 
and the same thing, which is also called ecstasy It is more excellent 
than union, the fruits of it are much greater, and its other opera- 
tions more manifold, for union is uniform in the begmnmg, the 
middle, and the end, and is so also mtenorly, but as raptures have 
ends of a much higher kind, they produce effects both withm and 
without \i.e , both physical and psychical] ... A rapture is 
absolutely irresistible , whilst umon, masmuch as we are then on 
our own ground, may be hmdered, though that resistance be 
painful and violent.”* 

From the point of view of mystical psychology, our interest m 
ecstasy will centre in two pomts (i) What has the mystic to tell 
us of the Object of his ecstatic perception ? (2) What is the nature 
of the peculiar consciousness which he enjoys m his trance ^ That 
IS to say, what news does he brmg us as to the Bemg of God and 
the powers of man’ 

It may be said generally that on both these pomts he bears out, 
amplifies, and expresses under formuls of greater splendour, with 
an accent of greater conviction, the general testimony of the 
contemplatives. In fact, we must never forget that an ecstatic is 
reaUy nothmg else than a contemplative of a special kmd, with a 
special psycho-physical make-up Moreover, we have seen that 
it IS not always easy to determme the exact pomt at which entrance- 
ment takes place, and deep contemplation assumes the ecstatic 
form. The classification, like all classifications of mental states, 
IS an arbitrary one Whilst the extreme cases present no difficulty, 
there are others less complete, which form a graduated senes 
between the deeps of the "Quiet” and the heights of "Rapture ” 
We shall never know, for instance, whether the ecstasies of 
Plotmus and of Pascal mvolved true bodily entrancement, or 
* 2 Cor XU 1-6 » Vida. cap. xx. i and 3 
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only a deep absorption of the “unitive” kmd. So, too, the language 
of many Christian mystics when speaking of their "raptures” is 
so vague and metaphorical that it leaves us m great doubt as 
to whether they mean by Rapture the abrupt suspension of 
normal consciousness, or merely a sudden and agreeable elevation 
of soul. 

"Ravishing,” says Rolle, "as it is showed, in two ways is to be 
understood. One manner, forsooth, m which a man is ravished out 
of fleshly feelmg, so that for the time of his ravishmg plainly he 
feels nought m flesh, nor what is done of his flesh, and yet he is not 
dead but quick, for yet the soul to the body gives life And on this 
manner samts sometime are ravished, to their profit and other 
men’s leammg; as Paul ravished to the third heaven And on this 
maimer sinners also m vision sometime are ravished, that they 
may see ]oys of samts and pams of damned for their correction * 
And many other as we read of Another manner of ravishmg there 
is, that IS liftmg of mind mto God by contemplation And this 
manner of ravishmg is m all that are perfect lovers of God, and m 
none of them but that love God And as well this is called a ravish- 
ing as the other, for with a violence it is done, and as it were 
against nature ”* 

It is, however, very confusmg to the anxious inqmrer when — 
as too often — "lifting of mmd by contemplation” is "as well 
called a ravishmg as the other,” and ecstasy is used as a synonym 
for gladness of heart. Here, so fax as is possible, these words will 
be confined to their strict meanmg, and not apphed generally to 
the description of all the outgomg md expansive states of the 
transcendental consciousness 

What does the mystic claim that he attams in this abnormal 
condition — ^this irresistible trance'’ The price that he pays is 
heavy, mvolvmg much psycho-physical wear and tear He declares 
that his rapture or ecstasy includes a moment — often a very short, 
and always an indescribable moment — ^in which he enjoys a 
supreme knowledge of or participation m Divme Reality He tells 
us under various metaphors that he then attams Pure Bemg, his 
Source, his Origin, his Beloved "is engulphed in the very thmg 
for which he longs, which is God ”3 "Oh, wonder of wonders,” 
cries Eckhart, "when I thmk of the union the soul has with God> 
He makes the enraptured soul to flee out of herself, for she is no 
more satisfied with an5^hmg that can be named The sprmg of 

' Compare Dante, Letter to Can Grande, sect 28, where he adduces this 
fact of “the ravishing of sinners for their correction," in support of his claim 
that the “Divme Comedy" is the fruit of experience, and that he had mdeed 
“navigated the great Sea of Bemg" of which he writes 

» Richard Rolle, “The Fire of Love," bk 11 cap vu 

3 Dante, loc ctt 

BB 
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Divine Love flows out of the soul and draws her out of herself 
into the unnamed Bemg^ into her first source, which is God 
alone 

This momentary attainment of the Source, the Origin, is the 
theme of all descriptions of mystic ecstasy In Rulman Merswin’s 
"Book of the Nme Rocks,” that brief and overwhelmmg rapture 
IS the end of the pilgrim's long trials and ascents "The vision of 
the Infinite lasted only for a moment when he came to himself 
he felt mundated with life and joy. He asked, ‘Where have I 
been?’ and he was answered, ‘In the upper school of the Holy 
Spirit. There you were surrounded by the dazzling pages of the 
Book of Divine Wisdom ^ Your soul plunged therein with delight, 
and the Divine Master of the school has filled her with an exuberant 
love by which even your physical nature has been transfigured.’ ”3 
Another Friend of God, Elhna von Crevelsheim, who was of so 
abnormal a psychic constitution that her absorption in the Divine 
Love caused her to remam dumb for seven years, was “touched 
by the Hand of God" at the end of that penod, and fell into a 
five-days’ ecstasy, in which "pure truth” was revealed to her, and 
she was lifted up to an immediate experience of the Absolute 
There she "saw the mterior of the Father’s heart,” and was 
"bound with chams of love, enveloped m light, and filled with 
peace and ]oy.”4 

In this transcendent act of union, the mystic sometimes says 
that he is "conscious of nothing ” But it is clear that this expression 
is figurative, for otherwise he would not have known that there 
had been an act of union were his mdividuahty abolished, it 
could not have been aware of its attainment of God What he 
appears to mean is that consciousness so changes its form as to 
be no longer recognizable or descnbable in human speech In 
the paradoxical language of Richard of St. Victor, "In a wondrous 
fashion remembering we do not remember, seeing we do not see, 
imderstanding we not understand, penetrating we do not pene- 
trate. ”5 In this mdescribable but most actual state, the whole 
self, exalted and at white heat, is unified and poured out in one 
vivid act of impassioned perception, which leaves no room for 
reflection or self -observation That aloof "somewhat” m us which 
watches all our actions, sphts our consciousness, has been sub- 
merged. The mystic is attendmg exclusively to Eternity, not to 

* Eckhart, “On the Steps of the Soul" (Pfeiffer, p 153) 

* Compare Par xxxm 85 {mde supra, p 135) 

3 Jundt, “Rulman Merswin," p 27 Note that this was a “good ecstasy," 
mvolving healthful effects for life 

* Jundt, “Les Amis de Dieu," p 39 Given also by Rufus Jones, “Studies m 
Mystical Religion," p 271 

s “Benjamin Major " 
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his own perception of Eternity. That he can only consider when 
the ecstasy itself is at an end. 

"All things I then foi^ot, 

My cheek on Him Who for my coming came, 

All ceased, and I was not, 

Leaving my cares and shame 
Among the lilies, and forgetting them ”• 

This IS that perfect unity of consciousness, that utter concentra- 
tion on an experience of love, which excludes all conceptual and 
analytic acts. Hence, when the mystic says that his faculties were 
suspended, that he “knew all and knew nought,” he really means 
that he was so concentrated on the Absolute that he ceased to 
consider his separate existence so merged m it that he could not 
perceive it as an object of thought, as the bird cannot see the air 
which supports it, nor the fish the ocean in which it swims He 
really "Imows all" but "thmks" nought "perceives all,” but 
"conceives nought.” 

The ecstatic consciousness is not self-conscious it is mtuitive, 
not discursive. Under the sway of a great passion, possessed by a 
great Idea, it has become “a smgle state of enormous intensity.”^ 
In this state, it transcends our ordinary processes of knowledge, 
and plunges deep into the Heart of Reality A fusion which is 
the anticipation of the unitive bfe takes place and the ecstatic 
returns from this brief foretaste of freedom sa5ung, “I know, as 
havmg known, the meanmg of Existence , the sane centre of the 
umverse — at once the wonder and the assurance of the soul ."3 
"This utter transformation of the soul m God,” says St Teresa, 
describing the same expenence m the official language of theology, 
"continues only for an instant yet v/hile it continues no faculty 
of the soul is aware of it, or knows what is passmg there. Nor can 
it be understood while we are livmg on the earth, at least God will 
not have us understand it, because we must be incapable of 
understandmg it. I know it by experience."^ The utterances of 
those who know by expenence are here of more worth than aU the 
statements of psychology, which are concerned of necessity with 
the “outward signs” of this “mward and spintual grace.” To these 
we must go if we would obtam some hmt of that which ecstasy 
may mean to the ecstatic. 

“When the soul, forgetting itself, dwells m that radiant dark- 
ness,” says Suso, "it loses all its faculties and all its quahties, as 
St. Bernard has said. And this, more or less completely, according 

> St John of the Cross, “En una Noche Escura " 

» Eitot, “Rychologie de I'Attention," cap ui 

3 B, P Blood See William James, “A Pluralistic Mystic," m the Hibbert 
Journal, July, 1910 4 Vida, cap xx § 24. 
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to whether the soul — ^whether in the body or out of the body — 
IS more or less united to God This forgetfulness of self is, in a 
measure, a transformation in God; who then becomes, in a certain 
manner, all thmgs for the soul, as Scripture saith In this rapture 
the soul disappears, but not yet entirely It acquires, it is true, 
certain qualities of divmity, but does not naturally become divme 
To speak m the common language, the soul is rapt, by the 
divme power of resplendent Bemg, above its natural faculties, into 
the nakedness of the Nothmg 

Here Suso is trymg to describe his rapturous attainment of God 
m the negative terms of Dionysian theology It is probable that 
much of the language of that theology originated, not m the 
abstract philosophizmgs, but m the actual ecstatic experience, 
of the Neoplatonists, who — Christian and Pagan alike — believed 
in, and sometimes deliberately mduced, this condition as the 
supreme method of attammg the One. The whole Christian doctrine 
of ecstasy, on its metaphysical side, really descends from that great 
practical transcendentalist Plotmus' who is known to have been 
an ecstatic, and has left m his Sixth Ennead a description of the 
mystical trance obviously based upon his own experiences. "Then,” 
he says, "the soul neither sees, nor distmgmshes by seeing, nor 
imagmes that there are two tlungs, but becomes as it were another 
thmg, ceases to be itself and belong to itself It belongs to God 
and is one with Him, like two concentric circles concurrmg they 
are One , but when they separate, they are two. . Since m this 
conjunction with Deity there were not two thmgs, but the per- 
ceiver was one with the thing perceived, if a man could preserve 
the memory of what he was when he mmgled with the Divine, 
he would have withm himself an image of God . . . For then 
nothmg stirred withm him, neither anger, nor desire, nor even 
reason, nor a certam intellectual perception, nor, m short, was he 
himself moved, if we may assert this, but, bemg m an ecstasy, 
tranquil and alone with God, he enjoyed an unbreakable calm 
Ecstasy, says Plotinus in another part of the same treatise, is 
"another mode of seemg, a simphfication and abandonment of 
oneself, a desire of contact, rest, and a strivmg after union " All 
the phases of the contemplative experience seem to be summed up 
m this phrase. 

It has been said by some critics that the ecstasy of Plotinus 
was different m kind from the ecstasy of the Chnstian samts that 
it was a philosophic rhapsody, something like Plato’s "saving 
madness,” which is also regarded on somewhat insufficient evidence 
as being an affair of the head and entirely unconnected with 
the heart At first sight the aiid metaphysical language m which 
• Leben, cap vl > Ensead vi 9 
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Plotinus tries to tell his love, offers some ground for this view. 
Nevertheless the ecstasy itself is a practical matter, and has its 
root, not m reason, but in a deep-seated passion for the Absolute 
which IS far nearer to the mystic’s love of God than to any mtellec- 
tual curiosity, however sublime The few passages m which it 
is mentioned tell us what his mystical genius drove him to do 
and not what his philosophical mmd encouraged him to think or 
say. At once when we come to these passages we notice a rise of 
temperature, an alteration of values Plotmus the ecstatic is sure, 
whatever Plotmus the metaphysician may think, that the union 
with God is a union of hearts that “by love He may be gotten 
and holden, but by thought never ” He, no less than the mediaeval 
contemplatives, is convinced — ^to quote his own words — that the 
Vision IS only for the desirous, for him who has that “loving 
passion” which "causes the lover to rest m the object of his love ”* 
The simile of mamage, of conjunction as the soul’s highest bhss, 
which we are sometime^ told that we owe m part to the un- 
fortunate popularity of the Song of Songs, in part to the sexual 
aberrations of celibate saints, is found in the work of this hard- 
headed Pagan philosopher who was as celebrated for his practical 
kmdness and robust common sense as for his transcendent 
mtuitions of the One. 

The greatest of the Pagan ecstatics then, when speaking from 
experience, anticipates the Chnstian contemplatives. His words, 
too, when compared with theirs, show how delicate are the shades 
which distmguish ecstasy such as this from the highest forms of 
orison “Tranquil and alone with God” — mingled for an mstant 
of time "like two concentric circles" with the Divme Life,” “per- 
ceiver and perceived made one” — ^this is as near as the subtle 
intellect of Alexandria can come to the reality of that experience 
in which the impassioned mono-ideism of great spiritual genius 
conquers the rebellious senses, and becomes, if only for a moment, 
operative on the highest levels accessible to the human soul Self- 
mergence, then — ^that state of transcendence m which, the barriers 
of selfhood abohshed, we “receive the communication of Life and 
of Beatitude, m which all things are consummated and all thmgs 
are renewed"^ — ^is the secret of ecstasy, as it was the secret of 
contemplation On their spiritual side the two states cannot, save 
for convenience of description, be divided Where contemplation 
becomes expansive, out-gomg, self-giving, and receives a definite 
fruition of the Absolute m return, its content is already ecstatic. 
Whether its outward form shall be so depends on the body of the 
m3ratic, not on his soul. 

> op ctl , loe ctf. 

> Ruysbioeck, "De Calculo," cap. xii. 
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“Se r atto della mente 
i tutto consopito, 
en Dio stando rapito, 
ch’ en s6 non se retrova 
• • * ■ ■ 

En mezo de sto mare 
essendo si abissato, 
gid non ce trova lato 
onde ne possa uscire. 

De s6 non pud pensare 
nd diT como d formato, 
pero che, trasformato, 
altro si ha vestire 

Tutto lo suo sentire 
en ben si va notando, 
belleza contemplando 
la qual non ha colore 

Thus sang Jacopone da Todi of the ecstatic soul and here the 
descnptive powers of one who was both a poet and a mystic bring 
life and light to the dry theories of psychology. 

He contmues — and here, m perhaps the finest of all poetic 
descriptions of ecstasy, he seems to echo at one pomt Plotmus, at 
another Richard of St. Victor at once to veil and reveal the utmost 
secrets of the mystic life — 

"Aperte son le porte 
facta ha conjunzione, 
et d in possessione 
de tutto quel de Dio 

Sente que non sentio, 
que non cognove vede, 
possede que non crede, 
gusta senza sapere 

Perd ch’ ha s6 perduto 
tutto senza misura, 
possede quel’ altura 
de summa smesuranza, 

Perche non ha tenuto 
en sc aJtra mistura, 
quel ben senza figura 
recere en abondanza ”> 


' "The activity of the mind is lulled to rest rapt in God, it can no longer 
find itself Being so deeplyengulphed m that ocean, now it can find no place 
to issue therefrom Of itself it cannot think, nor can it say what it is like because 
transformed, it hath another vesture All its perceptions have gone forth to gaze 
upon the Good, and contemplate that Beauty which has no likeness" (Lauda xci ). 

» “The doors are flung wide conjoined to God, it x>ossesses all that is in Him 
It feels that which it felt not sees that which it Imew not, possesses that which it 
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This ineffable "awareness," en dio stando rapiio, this union with 
the Imageless Good, is not the only — ^though it is the purest — 
form taken by ecstatic apprehension Many of the visions and voices 
described in a preinous chapter were experienced in the entranced 
or ecstatic state , generally when the first violence of the rapture 
was passed St Francis and St Cathenne of Siena both received 
the stigmata in ecstasy almost all the entrancements of Suso, 
and many of those of St Teresa and Angela of Fohgno, entailed 
symbohc vision, rather than pure perception of the Absolute 
More and more, then, we are forced to the opmion that ecstasy, 
in so far as it is not a synonym for joyous and expansive contem- 
plation, IS really the name of the outward condition rather than 
of any one kind of inward experience 

Rapture 

In all the cases which we have been considermg — and they are 
characteristic of a large group — ^the onset of ecstasy has been seen 
as a gradual, though always involuntary process Generally it has 
been the culmmating pomt of a period of contemplation The self, 
absorbed in the orison of quiet or of union, or some analogous 
concentration on its transcendental interests, has passed over the 
limit of these states, and slid mto a still ecstatic trance, with its 
outward characteristics of rigid limbs, cold, and depressed 
respiration 

The ecstasy, however, mstead of developing naturally from a 
state of intense absorption in the Divine Vision, may seize the 
subject abruptly and irresistibly, when m his normal state of con- 
sciousness This IS strictly what ascetic writers mean by Rapture. 
We have seen that the essence of the mystic life consists m the 
remakmg of personality its entrance into a conscious relation 
with the Absolute This process is accompanied m the mystic by 
the development of an art expressive of his peculiar genius the 
art of contemplation His practice of this art, like the practice of 
poetry, music, or any other form of creation, may follow normal 
lines, at first amenable to the control of his will, and always depen- 
dent on his own deliberate attention to the supreme Object of his 
quest, that is to say, on his onson. His mystic states, however 
they may end, will owe their begmnmg to some voluntary act upon 
his part a deliberate response to the invitation of God, a tummg 
from the visible to the mvisible world Sometimes, however, his 

believed not, tastes, though it savours not Because it is wholly lost to itself, it 
possesses that height of Unmeasured Perfection Because it has not retamed in 
itself the mixture of any other thing, it has received m abundance that Image- 
less Good" (op cit ). 
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genius for the transcendent becomes too strong for the other ele- 
ments of character, and manifests itself in psychic disturbances — 
abrupt and ungovernable invasions from the sublimmal region 
— ^which make its exercise parallel to the “fine frenzy’’ of the 
prophet, the composer, or the poet. Such is Rapture- a violent 
and uncontrollable expression of genius for the Absolute, which 
temporarily disorganizes and may permanently injure the nervous 
system of the self. Often, but not necessarily. Rapture — ^like its 
poetic equivalent — ^3nelds results of great splendour and value for 
life But it IS an accident, not an implicit of mystical experience 
an mdication of disharmony between the subject’s psycho- 
physical make-up and his transcendental powers 
Rapture, then, may accompany the whole development of selves 
of an appropnate tj'pe We have seen that it is a common incident 
in mystical conversion The violent uprush of subliminal intuitions 
by which such conversion is marked disorganizes the normal 
consciousness, overpowers the will and the senses, and entails a 
more or less complete entrancement. This was certainly the case 
with Suso and Rulman Merswm, and perhaps with Pascal whose 
"Certitude, Peace, Joy’’ sums up the exalted mtuition of Perfec- 
tion and Reahty — the conviction of a final and unforgettable 
knowledge — ^which is charactenstic of all ecstatic perception 
In her Spuitual Relations, St. Teresa speaks m some detail of 
the different phases or forms of expression of these violent ecstatic 
states trance, which m her system means that which we have called 
ecstasy, and transport, or "flight of the spint,’’ which is the equiva- 
lent of rapture. "Tlie difference between trance and transport,” 
she says, "is this In a trance the soul gradually dies to outward 
things, losmg the senses and hvmg unto God But a transport 
comes on by one sole act of His Majesty, wrought m the mnermost 
part of the soul with such swiftness that it is as if the higher part 
thereof were earned away, and the soul were leaving the body 
Rapture, saj's St Teresa m another place, "comes in general 
as a shock, qmck and sharp, before you can collect your thoughts, 
or help yourself m any way , and you see and feel it as a cloud, or a 
strong eagle nsing upwards and carrymg you away on its wings 
I repeat it you feel and see yourself earned away, you know not 
whither.’’* This carrymg-away sensation may even assume the 
concrete form which is known as levitation when the upward 
and outward sensations so dommate the conscious field that the 
subject IS convmced that she is raised bodily from the ground "It 
seemed to me, when I tried to make some resistance, as if a great 
force beneath my feet lifted me up. I know of nothmg with which 
to compare it; but it was much more violent than the other 
‘ Relaccion viii, 8 and 10. > Vida, cap, xx $ 3. 
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spiritual visitations, and I was therefore as one ground to pieces. 
. . . And further, I confess that it threw me into a great fear, very 
great indeed at first; for when I saw my body thus lifted up from 
the earth, how could I help it? Though the spirit draws it upwards 
after itself, and that with great sweetness if unresisted, the senses 
are not lost ; at least I was so much myself as to be able to see that 
/ was being lifted up."' 

So Rulman Merswin said that in the rapture which accompanied 
his conversion, he was earned round the garden with his feet off 
the ground ® and St Catherme of Siena, in a passage which I 
have already quoted, speaks of the strength of the spirit, which 
raises the body from the earth 3 

The subjective nature of this feelmg of levitation is practically 
acknowledged by St. Teresa when she says, ‘‘When the rapture 
was over, my body seemed frequently to be buoyant, as if all 
weight had departed from it; so much so, that now and then I 
scarcely knew that my feet touched the ground. But dunng the 
rapture the body is very often as it were dead, perfectly powerless. 
It continues in the position it was in when the rapture came upon 
it — of sitting, sitting ” Obviously here the outward conditions of 
physical immobility coeiasted with the subjective sensation of 
being “lifted up .”4 

The self’s consciousness when m the condition of rapture may 
vary from the complete possession of her faculties claimed by 
St. Teresa to a complete entrancement However abrupt the 
on-coming of the transport, it does not follow that the mystic 
instantly loses his surface-consciousness "There remains the 
power of seeing and heanng; but it is as if the things heard and 
seen were at a great distance far away "s They have retreated, 
that is to say, to the fringe of the conscious field, but may still 
remain just withm it Though the senses may not be entirely en- 
tranced, however, it seems that the power of movement is always 
lost. As m ecstasy, breathing and circulation are much dimimshed. 

“By the command of the Bridegroom when He mtends ravish- 
mg the soul,” says St. Teresa, "the doors of the mansions and 
even those of the keep and of the whole castle are closed, for He 
takes away the power of speech, and although occasionally the 
other faculties are retained rather longer, no word can be uttered. 
Sometimes the person is at once deprived of all the senses, the 

' St Teresa, op cit , loc at , §§ 7 and 9 

> Supra, p 166 

3 Dialogo, cap Ixxix 

4 Vida, cap. xx § 23 At the same time, in the present state of our knowledge, 
and m view of numerous attested cases of levitation, it is impossible to dogmatise 
on this subject The supematurahst view is given in its extreme form by Faiges, 
“Mystical Phenomena," pp 536 seq. 

i St Teresg, loc eit, 
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hands and body becoming as cold as if the soul had fled , occasion- 
ally no breathing can be detected This condition lasts but a short 
while, I mean m the same degree, for when this profound suspen- 
sion diminishes the body seems to come to itself and gain strength 
to return again to this death which gives more vigorous hfe to 
the soul 

This spiritual storm, then, in St Teresa’s opinion, enhances 
the vitality of those who expenence it makes them "more living 
than before ’’ It initiates them into “heavenly secrets," and if it 
does not do this it is no "true rapture,” but a "physical weakness 
such as women are prone to owing to their delicacy of constitution ’’ 
Its sharpness and violence, however, leave considerable mental 
disorder behind "This supreme state of ecstasy never lasts long, 
but although it ceases, it leaves the will so inebriated, and the 
mind so transported out of itself that for a day, or sometimes for 
several days, such a person is incapable of attending to anything 
but what excites the will to the love of God; although wide 
awake enough to this, she seems asleep as regards all earthly 
matters 

But when equihbnum is re-estabhshed, the true effects of this 
violent and beatific intuition of the Absolute begin to invade the 
normal hfe The self which has thus been caught up to awareness 
of new levels of Reality, is stimulated to fresh activity by the 
strength of its impressions It now desires an eternal union with 
that which it has known, with which fora bnef moment it seemed 
to be merged The peculiar talent of the mystic — that power of 
apprehending Reality which his contemplations have ordered 
and developed, and his ecstasies express — ^here reacts upon his 
life-process, his slow journey from the Many to the One His 
nostalgia has been increased by a glimpse of the homeland His 
intuitive apprehension of the Absolute, which assumes in ecstasy 
its most positive form, spurs him on towards that permanent 
union w'lth the Divine which is his goal “Such great graces,” 
says St Teresa, “leave the soul avid of total possession of that 
Divine Bridegroom who has conferred them ”3 

Hence the ecstatic states do not merely lift the self to an 
abnormal degree of knowledge they enrich her life, contribute 
to the remaking of her consciousness, develop and uphold the 
"strong and stormy love which dnves her home ” They give her 
the clearest vision she can have of that transcendent standard to 
which she must conform entail her sharpest consciousness of the 
inflow of that Life on which her httle striving hfe depends Little 
wonder, then, that — ^though the violence of the onset may often 

* St Teresa, “El Castillo Interior," Moradas Sextas, cap iv 

> Op Lit , loc di 3 St Teresa, op. ctt„ cap. vi 
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try his body to the full — ^the mystic comes forth from a "good 
ecstasy” as Pascal from the expenence of the Fire, humbled 
yet exultant, marvellously strengthened, and ready, not for any 
passive en]05mients, but rather for the struggles and hardships of 
the Way, the dehberate pain and sacrifice of love 

In the third Degree of Ardent Love, says Richard of St Victor, 
love paralyses action. Union (copula) is the symbol of this state 
ecstasy is its expression The desirous soul, he says finely, no 
longer thirsts for God but into God The pull of its desire draws it 
into the Infinite Sea The mind is borne away into the abyss of 
Divine Light, and, wholly forgetful of exterior things, knows not 
even itself, but passes utterly into its God. In this state, all earthly 
desire is absorbed in the heavenly glory. "Whilst the mind is 
separated from itself, and whilst it is borne away into the secret 
place of the divine mystery and is surrounded on all sides by the 
fire of divine love, it is inwardly penetrated and inflamed by this 
fire, and utterly puts off itself and puts on a divine love • and being 
conformed to that Beauty which it has beheld, it passes utterly 
into that other glory ”» 

Thus does the state of ecstasy contribute to the business of 
deification, of the remaking of the soul's susbtance in conformity 
with the Goodness, Truth, and Beauty which is God, “Being 
conformed to that Beauty which it has beheld, it passes utterly 
into that other glory” , into the flaming heart of Realty, the deep 
but dazzling darkness of its home 

I *‘De Quatuor Gtadibus Violentae Chantatis” (paraphrase). 
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THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL 


We return to a study of the mystical life-process — ^The swing-back from 
illumination — ^The Dark Night — (i) Its psychological character — period of 
psychic fatigue — Reaction from the strain of mystical lucidity — ^The sortmg- 
house of the spiritual hfe — Its on-set is gradual — ^Madame Guyon — A state of 
mental chaos — The transition to new levels of consciousness — Mystical adoles- 
cence — Psycho-spintual parallelism — Augustme Baker — ( 2 ) Its mystical 
character — ^Xakes many forms — Emotional, Intellectual, Volitional — A comple- 
tion of Purgation — The final purification of selfhood — ^The passage from Luna 
to Sol — Always painful — Its principal forms — (a) The loss of the Presence of 
God — St John of the Cross — Madame Guyon — ^Extinction of the transcendental 
consciousness — (6) The acute sense of imperfection — St John of the Cross — 
(c) Loss of mystic feehng — Spiritual ennui — Ruysbroeck — (d) Intellectual 
impotence — Loss of will-power— 5t Teresa — (e) The pain of God, or dark 
ecstasy — St Teresa — ^All these are aspects of one state — ^The purification of the 
whole personality — An episode in character building — Essential to the attain- 
ment of Reality — William Law — Surrender — St Catherine of Siena — Adaptation 
to environment — St John of the Cross — ^A process beyond the self’s control — 
Self-naughting— Spiritual Poverty — Tauler — ^The Dark an incident of the move- 
ment to union — Its gradual disappearance — Madame Guyon — An “example 
from life” — Suso — Reasons for this choice — His entrance on the night — ^The 
Vision of the Upper School — ^The Vision of Knighthood — His education in manli- 
ness — The ideal of spiritual chivalry — The final trial — Its human characteristics 
— Suso and the baby — ^The last crisis — ^The act of surrender — The passing of 
the Dark Night 

W E have wandered during the last few chapters from our 
study of the mystical life-process in man, the organic 
growth of his transcendental consciousness, in order to 
examine the by-products of that process, its characteristic forms 
of self-expression the development of its normal art of contempla- 
tion, and the visions and voices, ecstasies and raptures which are 
frequei-f — though not essential — accompaniments of its activity 
But the mystic, like other persons of genius, is man first and 
artist afterwards We shall make a grave though common mis- 
take if we forget this and allow ourselves to be deflected from our 
study of his growth in personahty by the wonder and interest of 
his art Being, not Doing, is the first aim of the mystic, and hence 
should be the first mterest of the student of mysticism We have 
considered for convenience’ sake all the chief forms of mystical 
activity at the half-way house of the transcendental life • but these 
activities are not, of course, peculiar to any one stage of that hfe. 
Ecstasy, for mstance, is as common a feature of mystical con- 
\ 3B0 
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version as of the last crisis, or "mystic marriage” of the soul * 
whilst visions and voices — selves of a visionary or auditive type — 
accompany and illustrate every phase of the mward development. 
They lighten and explam the trials of Purgation as often as they 
express the ]oys of Illummation, and frequently mark the crisis 
of transition from one mystic state to the next. 

One exception, however, must be made to this rule The most 
intense period of that great swing-back mto darkness 'which 
usually divides the "first mystic life," or Illummative Way, from 
the "second mystic life,” or Unitive Way, is generally a period of 
utter blankness and stagnation, so far as mystical activity is 
concerned The "Dark Night of the Soul," once fully established, 
is seldom lit by visions or made homely by voices It is of the 
essence of its miseries that the once-possessed power of orison or 
contemplation now seems wholly lost The self is tossed back from 
its hard-won point of vantage. Impotence, blankness, solitude, 
are the epithets by which those immersed in this dark fire of 
purification describe their pams It is this episode in the life- 
history of the m3retic type to which we have now come. 

We have already noticed* the chief psychological characteris- 
tics of all normal mystical development We have seen that its 
essence consists m the effort to establish a new equilibnum, to 
get, as it were, a firm foothold upon transcendent levels of reahty ; 
and that in its path towards tlm consummation the self experi- 
ences a senes of oscillations between “states of pleasure” and 
"states of pam ” Put in another way, it is an orderly movement 
of the whole consciousness towards lugher centres, in which each 
intense and progressive affirmation fatigues the immature trans- 
cendental powers, and is paid for by a negation , a swmg-back of 
the whole consciousness, a stagnation of intellect, a reaction of 
the emotions, or an inhibition of the will 

Thus the exalted consciousness of Divme Perfection which 
the self acquired m its "mystical awakemng” was balanced by 
a depressed and bitter consciousness of its own mherent imper- 
fection, and the clash of these two perceptions spurred it to that 
laborious effort of accommodation which constitutes the "Purga- 
tive Way ” The renewed and ecstatic awareness of the Absolute 
which resulted, zuid which was the govermng chaiacteristic of 
Illummation, brought its own proper negation the awareness, 
that IS to say, of the self’s contmued separation from and mcom- 
patibility with that Absolute which it has perceived During the 
time m which the illuminated consciousness is fully established, 
the self, as a rule, is perfectly content believmg that m its vision 


' ' Vtde supra, pp. 187 seq., the cases of Susa and Fiscal. 
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of Eternity, its intense and loving consciousness of God, it has 
reached the goal of its quest. Sooner or later, however, psychic 
fatigue sets in , the state of illumination begins to break up, the 
complementary negative consciousness appears, and shows itself 
as an overwhelming sense of darkness and depnvation This sense 
is so deep and strong that it mhibits all consciousness of the 
Transcendent ; and plunges the self mto the state of negation and 
misery which is called the Dark Night. 

We may look at the Dark Night, as at most other incidents of 
the Mystic Way, from two pomts of view (i) We may see it, with 
the psychologist, as a moment m the history of mental develop- 
ment, governed by the more or less mechanical laws which so 
conveniently explam to him the psychic life of man or (2) with 
the mystic himself, we may see it m its spiritual aspect as con- 
tnbuting to the remaking of character, the growth of the "New 
Meui”; his “transmutation in God.” 

(i) Psychologically considered, the Dark Night is an example 
of the operation of the law of reaction from stress It is a period 
of fatigue and lassitude followmg a period of sustained mystical 
activity "It IS one of the best established laws of the nervous 
system,” says Starbuck, "that it has penods of exhaustion if 
exercised contmuously m one direction, and can only recuperate 
by havmg a period of rest ”* However spiritual he may be, the 
mystic — so long as he is m the body — cannot help usmg the 
machmery of his nervous and cerebral system in the course of his 
adventures. His development, on its psychic side, consists in the 
teikmg over of this machinery, the capture of its centres of con- 
sciousness, m the mterests of his growing transcendental life In 
so far, then, as this is so, that transcendental life will be partly 
conditioned by psychic necessities, and amenable to the laws of 
reaction and of fatigue Each great step forward will entail lassitude 
and exhaustion for that mental machmery which he has pressed 
into service and probably overworked. When the higher centres 
have been submitted to the contmuous strain of a developed 
illummated life, with its accompanying periods of intense fervour, 
lucidity, deep contemplation — ^perhaps of visionary and auditive 
phenomena — ^the swmg-back mto the negative state occurs almost 
of necessity. 

This IS the psychological explanation of those strange and 
painful episodes m the lives of great samts — ^mdeed, of many 
spiritual persons hardly to be classed as saints — ^when, perhaps 
after a long life passed in faithful correspondence with the trans- 
cendental order, growmg consciousness of the "presence of God,” 
the whole inner experience is suddenly swept away, and only a 
* “Psychology of Religion," p. 24. 
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blind reliance on past convictions saves them from unbelief.^ 
The great contemplatives, those destmed to attam the full stature 
of the mystic, emerge from this penod of destitution, however 
long and drastic it may be. as from a new purification It is for 
them the gateway to a higher state But persons of a less heroic 
spirituality, if they enter the Night at all, may succumb to its 
dangers and pams. This "great negation” is the sortmg-house of 
the spiritual life Here we part from the “nature mystics,” the 
mystic poets, and all who shared m and were contented with the 
illummated vision of reality. Those who go on are the great and 
strong spirits, who do not seek to know, but are driven to be 

We are to expect, then, as a part of the conditions under which 
human consciousness appears to work, that for every affirmation 
of the mystic life there will be a negation waitmg for the unstable 
self. Progress m contemplation, for instance, is marked by ]ust 
such an alternation of light and shade at first between “consola- 
tion” and "aridity”, then between “dark contemplation” and 
sharp mtuitions of Reality. So too m selves of extreme nervous 
mstabdity, each joyous ecstasy entails a pamful or negative 
ecstasy. The states of darkness and illummation coexist over a 
long period, alternatmg sharply and rapidly. Many seers and 
artists pay m this way, by agonizmg periods of impotence and 
depression, for each violent outburst of creative energy. 

Rapid oscillations between a joyous and a painful consciousness 
seem to occur most often at the begmnmg of a new penod of the 
Mystic Way between Purgation and Illumination, and agam' 
between Illummation and the Dark Night for these mental states 
are, as a rule, gradually not abruptly estabhshed Mystics call such 
oscillations the "Game of Love” m which God plays, as it were, 
“hide and seek” with the questmg soul. I have already quoted a 
charactenstic instance from the life of Rulman Merswm,’ who 
passed the whole intervenmg penod between his conversion and 
entrance on the Dark Night, or "school of suffermg love” m such 
a state of disequilibnum. Thus too Madame Guyon, who has 
descnbed with much elaboration of detail her symptoms and 
suSermgs dunng the oncommg and duration of the Night — or, as 
she calls its intensest period, the Mystic Death — traces its begm- 
ning in short recurrent states of pnvation, or dullness of feeling, 
such as ascetic waters call "aridity” . m which the self loses all 
mterest m and affection for those divme realities which ,had 

• An example of this occurred in the later life of Ste Jeanne Franjoise de 
Chantal. See “The Nuns of Port Royal," by M E ixiwndes, p 284 Much 
valuable material bearing on the tnals of the Dark Night as they appear m the 
expenence of ordinary contemplatives will be found m the letters of direction 
of De Caussade See his "L' Abandon h la Providence Divine." vol 11 

’ V%de supra, p 228 
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previously filled its life This privation followed upon, or was the 
reaction from, an “illuminated" period of extreme ]oy and security, 
in which, as she says, "the presence of God never left me for an 
mstant But how dear I paid for this time of happmess' For 
this possession, which seemed to me entire and perfect — and the 
more perfect the more it was secret, and foreign to the senses, 
steadfast and exempt from change — ^was but the preparation for 
a total deprivation, lastmg many years, without any support or 
hope of its return As Madame Guyon never attempted to 
control her states, but made a pomt of conforming to her ow 
description of the "resigned soul" as "God’s weathercock,” we 
have m her an unequalled opportunity of study 

"I endured,” she says, “long penods of pnvation, towards the 
end almost contmual but still I had from time to time mflowings 
of Thy Divinity so deep and intimate, so vivid and so penetrating, 
that it was easy for me to ]udge that Thou wast but hidden from 
me and not lost. For although during the times of privation it 
seemed to me that I had utterly lost Thee, a certain deep support 
remained, though the soul knew it not and she only became 
aware of that support by her subsequent total depnvation thereof 
Every time that Thou didst return with more goodness and 
strength. Thou didst return also with greater splendour , so that 
in a few hours Thou didst rebuild all the rums of my unfaithful- 
ness and didst make good to me with profusion all my loss "* 

Here we have, from the psychological pomt of view, a perfect 
example of the oscillations of consciousness on the threshold of a 
new state. The old equihbrium, the old grouping round a centre 
charactenzed by pleasure-affirmation, has been lost, the new 
groupmg round a centre characterized by pam-negation is not yet 
estabhshed Madame Guyon is standmg, or rather swingmg, be- 
tween two worlds, the helpless prey of her own shiftmg and un- 
controllable psychic and spiritual states. But slowly the pendulum 
approaches its limit the states of pnvation, "become almost 
continual,” the reactions to dlummation, become less. At last they 
cease entirely, the new state is established, and the Dark Night 
has really set in 

The theory here advanced that the “Dark Night” is, on iis 
psychic side, partly a condition of fatigue, partly a state of 
transition, is borne out by the mental and moral disorder which 
seems, m many subjects, to be its dommant character When 
they are in it everything seems to "go wrong” wth them They 
are tormented by evil thoughts and abrupt temptations, lose 
grasp not only of their spiritual but also of their worldly affairs. 
Thus Lucie-Chnstine says : “Often during my great temptations to 

' Vie, pt 1 cap XX ^ Op cti , cap xxi 



THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL 385 

sadness I am plunged m such spiritual darkness that I think 
myself utterly lost m falsehood and illusion , deceiving both myself 
and others This temptation is the most terrible of all "" The health 
of those passmg through this phase often suffers, they become 
"odd” and their friends forsake them, their intellectual life is 
at a low ebb In their own words "trials of every kind,” "exterior 
and mtenor crosses,” abound . 

Now "tnals,” taken en bloc, mean a disharmony between the 
self and the world with which it has to deal Nothing is a trial when 
we are able to cope with it efficiently Things try us when we are 
not adequate to them when they are abnormally hard or we 
abnormally weak This aspect of the matter becomes promment 
when we look further into the history of Madame Guyon’s experi- 
ences Thanks to the unctuous and detailed manner m which 
she has analysed her spintual gncfs, this part of her autobiography 
IS a psychological document of unique importance for the study 
of the "Dark Night” as it appears m a devout but somewhat 
self -occupied soul 

As her consciousness of God was gradually extmguished, a 
mental and moral chaos seems to have mvaded Madame Guyon, 
and accompanied the more spintual miseries of her state “So soon 
as I perceived the happmess of anjf state, or its beauty, or the 
necessity of a virtue, it seemed to me that I fell mcessantly mto 
the contrary vice as if this perception, which though very rapid 
was always accompanied by love, were only given to me that I 
might experience its opposite I was given an intense percet?- ' 
tion of the purity of God , and so far as my feelmgs went, I myself , 
became more and more impure for m reality this state is very 
purif5nng, but I was far from understandmg this My imagma- 
tion was m a state of appalling confusion, and gave me no rest. 

I could not speak of Thee, oh my God, for I became utterly stupid; 
nor could I even grasp what was said when I heard Thee spoken 
of . I found myself hard towards God, msensible to His meraes ; 

I could not perceive any good thing that I had done in my whole 
life. The good appeared to me evil, and — that which is terrible — 
it seemed to me that this state must last for evei 

This world as well as the next seemed leagued against her 
Loss of health and friendship, domestic vexations, increased and 
kept pace with her interior griefs Self-control and power of 
attention were diminished She seemed stupefied and impotent, 
unable to follow or understand even the services of the Church,; 
mcapable of all prayer cind all good works , perpetually attracted 
by those worldly thmgs which she had renounced, yet quickly 
weaned by them The neat edifice of her first mystic life was in 
‘ “Journal Spintuel," p 233 * Vie , cap xxm 

CC 
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rums, the state of consciousness which accompanied it was dism- 
tegrated, but nothmg arose to take its place 

“It is an amazmg thmg," says Madame Guyon naively, "for 
a soul that believed herself to be advanced m the way of perfec- 
tion, when she sees herself thus go to pieces all at once 

So, too Suso, when he had entered the "upper school” of the 
spiritual life/ was tormented not only by temptations and desola- 
tions, but by outward trials and disabilities of every kind calum- 
nies, misunderstandmgs, difficulties, pams “It seemed at tins 
time as if God had given permission both to men and demons to 
torment the Servitor,” he says ® This sense of a generally mimical 
atmosphere, and of the dimness and helplessness of the Ego 
oppressed by circumstances, is like the vague distress and nervous 
sensibility ol adolescence, and comes in part from the same cause* 
the mtervemng penod of chaos between the break-up of an old 
state of eqmlibnum and the establishment of the new. The self, 
m its necessary movement towards higher levels of reality, loses 
and leaves behind certam elements of its world, long loved but 
now outgrown as children must make the hard transition from 
nursery to school. Destruction and construction here go together 
the eidiaustion and ruin of the illummated consciousness is the 
signal for the onward movement of the self towards other centres 
the feelmg of deprivation and madequacy which comes from the 
loss of that consciousness is an mdirect stimulus to new growth 
The self is being pushed mto a new world where it does not feel at 
^ome, has not yet reached the pomt at which it enters mto 
, conscious possession of its second or adult life 

“Thou hast been a child at the breast, a spoiled child,” said the 
Eternal Wisdom to Suso. “Now I will withdraw all this ” In the 
resultmg darkness and confusion, when the old and known 
supports are thus withdrawn, the self can do little but surrender 
itself to the mevitable process of thmgs to the operation of that 
unrestmg Spirit of Life which is pressmg it on towards a new and 
higher state, m which it shall not only see Reality but be real. 

Psychologically, then, the “Dark Night of the Soul” is due to 
the double fact of the exhaustion of an old state, and the growth 
towards a new state of consciousness It is a “growmg pam” in 
the organic process of the self's attamment of the Absolute The 
great mystics, creative gemuses m the realm of character, have 
known mstinctively how to turn these psychic disturbances to 
spintual profit Parallel with the mental oscillations, upheavals 
and readjustments, through which an unstable psycho-physical 
type moves to new centres of consciousness, run the spintual 
oscillations of a striving and ascendmg spintual type. Gyrans 

‘ “Les> Torrents.” pt i. cap vu § 2. * Lebcn, cap xxii 
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gyrando vadit sptritus The machinery of consciousness, over- 
stretched, breaks up, and seems to toss the self back to an old and 
lower level, where it loses its apprehensions of the transcendental 
world, as the child, when first it is forced to stand alone, feels 
weaker than it did in its mother's arms 

“For first He not only withdraws aU comfortable observable 
infusions of light and grace, but also deprives her of a power to 
exercise any perceptible operations of her superior spirit, and of 
all comfortable reflections upon His love, plungmg her into the 
depth of her infenor powers," says Augustine Baker, the skilled 
director of souls, here anticipating the modem psychologist. 
"Here consequently,” he contmues, “her former calmness of pas- 
sions IS qmte lost, neither can she mtrovert herself , smful motions 
and suggestions do violently assault her, and she finds as great 
difficulty (if not greater) to surmount them as at the beginnmg of 
a spintual course ... If she would elevate her spirit, she sees 
nothing but clouds and darkness She seeks God, and cannot find 
, the least marks or footsteps of His Presence , something there is 
that hmders her from executing the smful suggestions withm her, 
but what that is she knows not, for to her thmkmg she has no spirit 
at aU, and, mdeed, she is nowm a region of all other most distant 
from spint and spintual operations — I mean, such as aie 
perceptible."' 

Such an interval of chaos and misery may last for months, or 
even for years, before the consciousness again unifies itself and a 
new centre is formed Moreover, the negative side of this new 
centre, this new consciousness of the Absolute, often discloses 
itself first The self realizes, that is to say, the inadequacy of its 
old state, long before it grasps the possibihty of a new and higher 
state This realization will take two forms, (a) Objective the 
distance or absence of the Absolute which the self seeks, (b) 
Subjective the self's weakness and imperfection Both appre- 
hensions constitute a direct incentive to action. They present, as 
it were, a Divine Negation which the self must probe, combat, 
resolve The Dark Night, therefore, largely the product of natural 
causes, is the producer in its turn of mystical energy , and hence 
of supernatural effects 

(2) So much for psychology. We have next to consider the mysti- 
cal or transcendental aspects of the Dark Night see what it has 
meant for those mystics who have endured it and for those 
spiritual specialists who have studied it in the interests of 
other men 

As in other phases of the Mystic Way, so here, we must beware 
of any generalization which reduces the “Dark Night" to a uni- 
' “Holy Wisdom," Treatise ui. § iv cap v 
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form expenence, a neatly defined state which appears under the 
same conditions, and attended by the same sjTnptoms, in all the 
selves who have passed through its pains It is a name for the 
painful and negative state which normally intervenes between 
the Illuminative and the Unitive Life — ^no more Different types 
of conternplatives have interpreted it to themselves and to us m 
different ways, each type of illumination being in fact balanced 
by its own appropriate type of “dark " 

In some temperaments it is the emotional aspect — the anguish 
of the lover who has suddenly lost the Beloved — ^which predomin- 
ates m others, the intellectu^ darkness and confusion overwhelms 
everything else Some have felt it, with St John of the Cross, as 
a "passive punfication," a state of helpless misery, in which the 
self does notlung, but lets Life have its way uath her Others, w'lth 
Suso and the vinle mysticism of the German school, have experi- 
enced It rather as a penod of strenuous activity and moral con- 
flict directed to that "total self-abandonment” which is the essen- 
tial preparation of the unitive hfe. Those elements of character 
which were unaffected by the first punfication of the self — left 
as it were in a comer when the consciousness moved to the level 
of the illuminated hfe — are here roused from their sleep, purged 
of illusion, and forced to join the growing stream 
The Dark Night, then, is really a deeply human process, in w hich 
the self which thought itself so spintual, so firmly established upon 
the supersensual plane, is forced to turn back to leave the Light, 
and pick up those qualities which it had left behind Only thus, 
by the transmutation of the whole man, not by a careful and 
departmental cultivation of that which W'e like to call his 
"spiritual” side, can Divine Humamty be formed and the forma- 
tion of Divine Humanity — ^the remaking of man "according to the 
pattern showed him in the mount” — is the mystic’s only certain 
ladder to the Real “My humanity,” said the Eternal Wisdom to 
Suso, "is the road which all must tread who would come to that 
which thou seekest ”■ This "hard saying” might almost be used 
as a test by which to distinguish the genuine mystic life from its 
many and specious imitations The self in its first purgation has 
cleansed the mirror of perception, hence, in its illuminated life, 
has seen Reality. In so doing it has transcended the normal 
perceptive powers of “natural” man, immersed m the illusions of 
sense Now, ithasgot to 6ereahty a very different thing For this 
a new and more drastic purgation is needed — ^not of the organs of 
perception, but of the very shnne of self that "heart” which is 
the seat of personality, the source of its love and will In the 
stress and anguish of the Night, when it turns back from the vision 

* “Buchlein von deiewigen Weisheit," cap 11 
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of the Infinite to feel again the hmitations of the finite, the self 
loses the power to Do, and learns to surrender its will to the 
operation of a larger Life, that it may Be "At the end of such a 
long and cruel transition,” says Lucie-Christme, “how much more 
supple the soul feels itself to be m the Hand of God, how much 
more detached from all that is not God ' She sees clearly in herself 
the fruits of humility and patience, and feels her love *ascendmg 
more purely and directly to God m proportion as she has realized 
the Nothingness of herself and all things 

We must remember m the midst of our analysis, that the mystic 
life IS a life of love that the Object of the mystic's final quest and 
of his constant mtuition is an object of adoration and supreme 
desire. "With Thee, a prison would be a rose garden, oh Thou 
ravisher of hearts with Thee, Hell would be Paradise, oh Thou 
cheerer of souls,” said Jalalu ’d Dm - Hence for the mystic who 
has once known the Beatific Vision there can be no greater gnef 
than the withdrawal of this Object from his field of consciousness , 
the loss of this companionship, the extinction of this Light There- 
fore, whatever form the "Dark Night” assumes, it must entail 
bitter suffermg far worse than that endured m the Purgative 
Way, Then the self was forcibly detached from the imperfect. 
Now the Perfect is withdrawn, leaving behmd an overwhelmmg 
yet impotent conviction of somethmg supremely wrong, some final 
Treasure lost We will now look at a few of the charactenstic 
forms under which this conviction is translated to the surface- 
consciousness. 

A. To those temperaments m which consciousness of the 
Absolute took the form of a sense of divine companionship, and 
for whom the objective idea "God” had become the central fact 
of life, it seems as though that God, having shown Himself, has 
now dehberately withdrawn His Presence, never perhaps to 
manifest Himself agam "He acts,” says Eckhart, "as if there 
were a wall erected between Him and us ”3 The "eye which 
looked upon Eternity” has closed, the old dear sense of intimacy 
and mutual love has given place to a terrible blank 

"That which this angmshed soul feels most deeply,” says 
St. John of the Cross, “is the conviction that God has abandoned 
it, of which it has no donit, that He has cast it away into dark- 
ness as an abominable thing . . . the shadow of death and the 
pains and torments of hell are most acutely felt, and this comes from 
the sense of being abandoned by God, being chastised and cast 

• “Journal Spintuel," p. 368 

* From the “Mesne vi " Quoted m the Appendix to “The Flowers or Rose 
Garden of Sadi " 

3 Meister Eckhart, Pred Ivii So too St Gertrude in one of her symbolic visions 
saw a thick hedge erected between herself and Chnst. 
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out by His wrath and heavy displeasure. All this and even more 
the soul feels now, for a terrible apprehension has come upon it 
that thus it vull be with it for ever It has also the same sense of 
abandonment with respect to all creatures, and that it is an object 
of contempt to all, especially to its fnends 

So,'too, Madame Guyon felt this loss of her intuitive apprehen- 
sion of God as one of the most temble characteristics of the 
“night.” “After Thou hadst wounded me so deeply as I have 
described. Thou didst begm, oh my God, to withdraw Thyself 
from me and the pam of Thy absence was the more bitter to me, 
because Thy presence had been so sweet to me. Thy love so strong 
m me. . . . Thy way, oh my God, before Thou didst make me 
enter into the state of death, was the way of the dying life some- 
times to hide Thyself and leave me to myself m a hundred weak- 
nesses, sometimes to show Thyself with more sweetness and love 
The nearer the soul drew to the state of death, the more her 
desolations were long and weary, her weaknesses mcreased, and 
also her joys became shorter, but purer and more intimate, until 
the time in which she fell mto total pnvation.”* 

When this total privation or “mystic death” is fully established, 
it mvolves not only the personal “Absence of God,” but the 
apparent withdrawal or loss of that impersonal support, that 
transcendent Ground or Spark of the soul, on which the self has 
long felt its whole real life to be based. Hence, its very means of 
contact with the spiritual world vamshes ; and as regards all that 
matters, it does indeed seem to be "dead ” "When we have reached 
this total deprivation,” says De Caussade, “what shall we do? 
Abide m simplicity and peace, as Job on his ash heap, repeating, 
‘Blessed are the poor m spirit, those who have nothing have all, 
smce they have God.’ 'Quit all, stnp yourself of all,’ says the great 
Gerson, ‘and you will have all m God.' ‘God felt, God tasted and 
enjoyed,’ says Fenelon, ‘is indeed God, but God with those gifts 
which flatter the soul God m darkness, m pnvation, in forsaken- 
ness, in msensibility, is so much God, that He is so to speak God 
bare and alone . . .’ Shall we fear this death, which is to produce 
m us the true divine life of grace ?” 3 

B In those selves for whom the subjective idea “Sanctity” — 
the need of conformity between the mdividual character and the 
Transcendent — ^has been central, the pam of the Night is less a 
deprivation than a new and dreadful kmd of lucidity. The vision 
of the Good brmgs to the self an abrupt sense of her own hopeless 
and helpless imperfection a black “conviction of sm,” far more 
bitter than that endured m the Way of Purgation, which swamps 

' “Noche Escura del Alma,” 1 11 cap vi. * Vie, pt 1 cap xxiu 

3 De Caussade, "L* Abandon k la Providence Divine.” vol. u„ p 369. 
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ever5rthing else “That which makes her pain so terrible is that she 
is, as it were, overwhelmed by the purity of God, and this punty 
makes her see the least atoms of her imperfections as if they were 
enormous sms, because of the mfinite distance there is between the 
punty of God and the creature 

"This,” says St. John of the Cross agam, "is one of the most 
bitter suffermgs of this purgation The soul is consciousfof a pro- 
found emptiness in itself, a cruel destitution of the three kmds of 
goods, natural, temporal, and spintual, which are ordamed for 
its comfort It sees itself in the midst of the opposite evils, miser- 
able imperfections, dryness and emptiness of the understandmg, 
and abandonment of the spint m darkness.”* 

C. Often combmed with the sense of sm and the "absence of 
God" is another negation, not the least distressmg part of the 
suffermgs of the self suddenly plunged mto the Night This is a 
complete emotional lassitude the disappearance of all the old 
ardours, now replaced by a callousness, a boredom, which the 
self detests but cannot overcome It is the dismal condition of 
spiritual ennm which ascetic ivnters know so well under the name 
of "aridity,” and which psychologists look upon as the result of 
emotional fatigue 3 It seems mcredible that the eager love of a 
Divme Companion, so long the focus of the self’s whole bemg, 
should have vanished that not only the transcendent vision 
should be withdrawn, but her very desire for, and mterest m, that 
vision should grow cold. Yet the mystics are unanimous in declar- 
ing that this is a necessary stage m the growth of the spiritual 
consciousness 

"When the sun begins to declme m the heavens,” says Ruys- 
broeck, “it enters the sign Virgo, which is so called because this 
penod of the year is sterile as a virgin ” This is the autumn season 
in the cycle of the soul, when the summer heat grows less. "It 
perfects and fulfils the yearly travail of the Sun In the same 
manner, when Christ, that glorious sun, has risen to His zenith m 
the heart of man, as I have taught m the Third degree, and 
afterwards begms to declme, to hide the radiance of His divme 
sunbeams, and to forsake the man , then the heat and impatience 
of love grow less. Now that occultation of Christ, and the with- 
drawal of His light and heat, are the first work and the new commg 
of this degree Now Christ says inwardly to this man. Go ye out m 
the manner wh/ich 1 now show you and the man goes out and finds 
hims elf to be poor, miserable, and abandoned. Here all the storm, 
the fury, the impatience of his love, grow cool glowing summer 

* Madame Guyon, "Les Torrents," pt i cap vii. 

> “Noche Escuia del Alma," loc at 
Instructive examples in De Caussade, op at , vol. u , pp 1-82 
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turns to autumn, all its riches are transformed into a great poverty 
And the man begms to complam because of his wretchedness 
for where now are the ardours of love, the mtimacy, the gratitude, 
the ]oyful praise , and the mtenor consolation, the secret ]oy, the 
sensible sweetness^ How have all these thmgs failed him? And 
the burnmg violence of his love, and all the gifts which he felt 
before How has all this died m him? And he feels like some 
ignorant man who has lost all his learning and his works . and 
of this misery there is bom the fear of bemg lost, and as it were a 
sort of half-doubt and this is the lowest point at which a man 
can hold his ground without fallmg into despair 

D This stagnation of the emotions has its counterpart in the 
stagnation of the wdl and intelligence, which has been experienced 
by some contemplatives as a part of their negative state As regards 
the will, there is a sort of moral dereliction the self cannot control 
its mclinations and thoughts In the general psychic turmoil, all 
the unpunfied part of man’s inheritance, the lower impulses and 
unworthy ideas which have long been imprisoned below the 
threshold, force their way mto the field of consciousness “Every 
vice was re-awakened withm me,” says Angela of Fohgno, “I 
would have chosen rather to be roasted than to endure such pams 
Where visual and auditory automatism is established, these 
irruptions from the subhmmal region often take the form of evil 
visions, or of voices makmg coarse or smful suggestions to the 
self Thus St Catherine of Siena, m the mterval between her period 
of joyous illumination and her “spiritual marriage,” was tormented 
by visions of fiends, who filled her cell and ' ‘with obscene words and 
gestures invited her to lust ” She fled from her cell to the church to 
escape them, but they pursued her there and she obtained no 
rehef from this obsession until she ceased to oppose it She cried, 
“I have chosen suffering for my consolation, and will gladly bear 
these and all other torments in the name of the Saviour, for as 
long as it shall please His Majesty." With this act of surrender, 
the evil vision fled Catherme swung back to a state of affirmation, 
and was comforted by a vision of the Cross 3 
An analogous psychological state was experienced by St Teresa, 
though she fads to recognize it as an episode in her normal develop 
ment, and attributes it, with other spiritual adventures for which 
she can find no other explanation, to the action of the Devil 
“The soul,” she says, “laid m fetters, loses all control over itself, 
and all power of thinking of anythmg but the absurdities he puts 
before it, which, bemg more or less unsubstantial, mconsistent, and 

> Ruysbroeck, “De Ornatu Spmtalium Nuptiarum." 1 11 cap xxviii 

’ St Angela de Fohgno, op ctt , p 197 (English translation, p 15) 

3 E. Gardner, “St Catherine of Siena," p. 20. 



THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL 


393 

disconnected, serve only to stifle the soul, so that it has no power 
over itself , and accordingly — so it seems to me — ^the devils make 
a football of it, and the soul is unable to escape out of their hands 
It is impossible to describe the sufferings of the soul in this state. 
It goes about m quest of relief, and God suffers it to find none. 
The light of reason, m the freedom of its will, remams, but it is 
not clear, it seems to me as if its eyes were covered with* a veil 
.... Temptations seem to press it down, and make it dull, so that 
its knowledge of God becomes to it as that of somethmg which it 
hears of far away ” This dullness and dimness extends to ordinary 
mental activity, which shares m the lassitude and disorder of the 
inner life "If it seeks relief from the fire by spiritual reading, it 
cannot find any, just as if it could not read at all On one occasion 
it occurred to me to read the life of a saint, that I might forget 
myself and be refreshed with the recital of what he had suffered 
Four or five times, I read as many lines, and though they were 
wntten m Spanish, I understood them less at the end than I did 
when I began so I gave it up It so happened to me on more 
occasions than one If we are reminded of anythmg here, it is 
of the phenomenon of "dark contemplation ” That dimness of 
mind which we there studied, is here extended to the normal 
activities of the surface intelligence The Cloud of Unknowmg, 
rolling up, seems to envelop the whole self Contemplation, the 
"way witlun the way,” has epitomized the greater process of the 
mystic life. In both, the path to Light lies through a meek sur- 
render to the confusion and ignorance of the “Dark ” The stress 
and exasperation felt m this dark, this state of vague helplessness, 
by selves of an active and self-reliant type, is exhibited by Teresa 
in one of her half-humorous self-revealing flashes "The Devil,” 
she says of it, "then sends so offensive a spirit of bad temper that 
I think I could eat people up i”* 

All these t 3 q)es of "darkness,” with their accompanymg and 
overwhelming sensations of impotence and distress, are common 
in the lives ot the mystics. Suso and Rulman Merswin experienced 
them. Tauler constantly refers to them Angela of Foligno speaks 
of a "pnvation worse than hell ” It is clear that even the joyous 
spint of Mechthild of Magdeburg knew the sufferings of the loss 
and absence of God, “Lord,” she says m one place, “smce Thou 
hast taken from me all that I had of Thee, yet of Thy grace leave 
me the gift which every dog has by nature that of being true to 
Thee m my distress, when I am depnved of all consolation This I 
desire more fervently than Thy heavenly Kmgdom'”3 In such a 
saying as this, the whole "value for life” of the Dark Night is 

‘ Vida, cap xxx §§ 12 and 14 ‘ Op c%t , loc at 

i “Das Fliessende Licht dei Gottbeit," pt 11 cap 23 



394 MYSTICISM 

revealed to us as an education in selfless constancy, a "school of 
suffering' love " 

E. There is, however, another way in which the self's sense of a 
continued imperfection m its relation with the Absolute — of work 
yet remainmg to be done — expresses itself In persons of a very 
highly strung and mobile type, who tend to rapid oscillations 
betwe&i pam and pleasure states, rather than to the long, slow 
movements of an ascendmg consciousness, attainment of the 
Unitive Life is sometimes preceded by the abrupt invasion of a 
wild and unendurable desire to “see God,*’ apprehend the Trans- 
cendent in Its fullness which can only, they think, be satisfied 
by death As they begin to outgrow their illuminated consciousness, 
these selves begm also to realize how partial and symbolic that 
consciousness — even at its best — ^has been and their move- 
ment to union with God is foreshadowed by a passionate and 
uncontrollable longing for ultimate Reality. This passion is so 
mtense, that it causes acute angmsh m those who feel it It brings 
with it all the helpless and desolate feelmgs of the Dark Night, 
and sometimes rises to the heights of a negative rapture, an 
ecstasy of deprivation St Teresa is perhaps the best mstance of 
tins rare method of apprehendmg the self’s essential separation 
from its home, which is also the subject of a celebrated chapter 
m the “Traite de TAmour de Dieu” of St, Fran 9 ois de Sales' 
Thanks to her exceptionallymobile temperament, her tendency to 
rush up and down the scale of feeling, Teresa’s states of joyous 
rapture were often paid for by such a "great desolation’’ — a dark 
ecstasy or "pam of God " "As long as this pam lasts," she says, 
"we cannot even remember our own existence; for m an instant 
all the faculties of the soul are so fettered as to be incapable of 
any action save that of mcreasing our torture Do not thmk I am 
exaggeratmg, on the contrary, that which I say is less than the 
truth, for lack of words m which it may be expressed This is a trance 
of the senses and the faculties, save as regards all which helps to 
make the agony more mtense. The understandmg realizes acuteh 
what cause there is for gnef m separation from God and oui Loitl 
increases this sorrow by a vivid manifestation of Himself The 
pam thus grows to such a degree that m spite of herself the sufferer 
gives vent to loud cries, which she cannot stifle, however patient 
and accustomed to pam she may be, because this is not a pain 
which IS felt in the body, but m the depths of the soul. The person 
I speak of learned from this how much more acutely the spirit is 
capable of suffering than the body.* 

The intense and painful concentration upon the Divine Absence 
winch takes place m this "dark rapture" often induces all the 

' L. VI. cap. xui » “El Castillo Interior," Moradas Sextas, cap u 
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psycho-physical marks of ecstasy "Although this state lasts but 
a short time, the limbs seem to be disjointed by it. The jjulse is as 
feeble as if one were at the point of death, which is mdeed the 
case, for whilst the natural heat of the body fails, that which is 
supernatural so bums the frame that with a few more degrees 
God would satisfy the soul’s desire for death . . You will say, 

perhaps, that there is imperfection in this desire to see Gcfd and 
ask why this soul does not conform herself to His will, smce she 
has so completely surrendered herself to it. Hitherto she could do 
this, and consecrated her life to it, but now she cannot, for her 
reason is reduced to such a state that she is no longer mistress of 
herself and can thmk of nothmg but her aflfhction Far from her 
Sovereign Good, why should she desire to live? She feels an 
extraordmary lonelmess, finds no companionship in any earthly 
creature ; nor could she I believe among those who dwell in heaven, 
since they are not her Beloved. Meanwhile all company is torture 
to her. She is like a person suspended m mid-air, who can neither 
touch the earth, nor mount to heaven She burns with a consunung 
thirst, and cannot reach the water And this is a thirst which 
cannot be borne, but one which nothing will quench nor would she 
have it quenched with any other water than that of which our 
Lord spoke to the Samantan woman, and this water is denied 
her."> 

All these forms of the Dark Night — ^the "Absence of God,’’ the 
sense of sm, the dark ecstasy, the loss of the self’s old passion, 
peace, and ]oy, and its apparent relapse to lower spiritual and 
mental levels — are considered by the mystics themselves to con- 
stitute aspects or parts of one and the same process the final 
purification of the will or stronghold of personahty, that it may 
be merged without any reserve "m God where it was first.’’ The 
function of this episode of the Mystic Way is to cure the soul of 
the innate tendency to seek and rest m spmtual joys, to confuse 
Reality with the joy given by the contemplation of Reality. It 
is the completion of that ordermg of disordered loves, that trans- 
valuation of values, which the Way of Purgation began The 
ascendmg self must leave these childish satisfactions , make its love 
absolutely dismterested, strong, and courageous, abohsh all 
taint of spiritual gluttony. A total abandonment of the individual- 
istic standpoint, of that tnvial and egotistic quest of personal 
satisfaction which thwarts the great movement of the Flowmg 
light, is the supreme condition of man’s participation m Reality. 
This is true not only of the complete participation which is possible 
to the great mystic, but of those unselfish labours m w^ch the 
initiates of science or of art become to the Eternal Goodness 
‘ St Teresa, op cit., loc ctt. Compare the Vida, cap xx §§ ii to 14. 
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“what his own hand is to a man ” "Think not,” says Tauler, 
"that God will be always caressing His children, or shine upon their 
head, or kmdle their hearts as He does at the first He does so 
only to lure us to Himself, as the falconer lures the falcon with 
its gay hood . We must stir up and rouse ourselves and be 
content to leave off leammg, and no more enjoy feelmg and warmth, 
and must now serve the Lord with strenuous mdustry and at our 
own cost.”' 

This manly view of the Dark Night, as a growth in responsibility 
— an episode of character-buildmg — ^in which, as "The Mirror of 
Simple Souls” has it, "the soul leaves that pride and play wherem 
it was full gladsome and jolly,” is charactenstic of the German 
mystics We find it agam m Suso, to whom the angel of his tribula- 
tion gave no sentimental consolations , but only the stem command, 
''Vinhter agite" — "Be a man!” “Then first,” says Tauler again, 
"do we attam to the fullness of God’s love as His children, when 
it IS no longer happmess or misery, prosperity or adversity, that 
draws us to Him or keeps us hack from Him What we should then 
experience none can utter, but it would be something far bettei 
than when we were bummg with the first flame of love, and had 
great emotion, but less true submission 

In Illumination, the soul, baskmg m the Uncreated Light, 
identified the Divine Nature with the divme light and sweetness 
which it then enjoyed. Its consciousness of the transcendent was 
chiefly felt as an increase of personal vision and personal joy 
Thus, in that apparently selfless state, the "I, the Me, the Mine," 
though spiritualized, still remained mtact. The mortification of the 
senses was more than repaid by the nch and happy life which this 
mortification conferred upon the soul But before real and perma- 
nent union with the Absolute can take place before the whole 
self can learn to live on those high levels where — ^its being utterh 
surrendered to the Infinite Will — ^it can be wholly transmuted in 
God, merged in the great life of the All, this dependence on 
personal joys must be done away. The spark of the soul, the fast- 
growing germ of divme humanity, must so mvade every cornci 
of character that the self can only say with St Catherine of Genoa, 
"My me is God nor do I know my selfhood except in God 

The various torments and desolations of the Dark Night con- 
stitute this last and drastic purgation of the spirit, the doing 
away of separateness, the anmhilation of selfhood, even though 
all that self now claims for its own be the Love of God Such a claim 
— which IS really a claim to entire felicity, since the soul which 
possesses it needs nothing more — ^is felt by these great spirits to 

• Sermon for the 4th Sunday m Lent (Wmkworth's translation, p 280I 

» Op ett , loc cit 3 "Vita e Dottrma," cap w 
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sully the radiance of their self-giving love "All that I would here 
say of these inward delights and enjoyments,” says William Law, 
"is only this, they aie not holiness, they are not piety they are 
not perfection , but they are God's gracious allurements and calls 
to seek after holiness and spiritual perfection and ought rather 
to convince us that we are as yet but babes, than that we are really 
men of God . This alone is the true Kingdom of God wpened 
in the soul when, stripped of all selfishness, it has only one love and 
one will in it , when it has no motion or desire but what branches 
from the Love of God, and resigns itself wholly to the Will of 
God . . To sum up all in a word Nothing hath separated us 
from God but our own will, or rather our own will is our separation 
from God All the disorder and corruption and malady of our 
nature hes in a certain fixedness of our own will, imagination, and 
desire, wherein we hve to ourselves, are our own centre and 
circumference, act whoUy from ourselves, according to our own 
will, imagination, and desires There is not the smallest degree of 
evil m us but what arises from this selfishness, because we are thus 
all m all to ourselves To be humble, mortified, devout, patient 
in a certain degree, and to be persecuted for our virtues, is no 
hurt to this selfishness, nay, spiritual-self must have all these 
virtues to subsist upon, and his life consists in seeing, knowing, 
and feehng the bulk, strength, and reahty of them But still, in ^ 
this show and glitter of virtue, there is an unpurified bottom on 
which they stand, there is a selfishness which can no more enter 
mto the Kingdom of Heaven than the grossness of flesh and blood 
can enter into it What we are to feel and undergo in these last 
purifications, when the deepest root of all selfishness, as well 
spiritual as natural, is to be plucked up and torn from us, or how 
we shall be able to stand in that trial, are both of them equally 
impossible to be known by us beforehand 

The self, then, has got to learn to cease to be its "own centre 
and circumference” to make that final surrender which is the 
price of final peace In the Dark Night the starved and tortured 
'spint learns through an einguish which is "itself an orison” to 
accept lovelessness for the sake of Love, Nothingness for the sake 
of the AU, dies without any sure promise of life, loses when it 
hardly hopes to find It sees with amazement the most sure 
foundations of its transcendental hfe crumble beneath it, dwells 
in a darkness which seems to hold no promise of a dawn. This is 
what the German mystics call the "upper school of true resigna- 
tion” or of "suffenng love”, the last test of heroic detachment, of 
manliness, of spiritual courage Though such an experience is 

I ''Cbnstian Regeneration" (The Liberal and Mystical Writings of Williain 
Law, pp. 158-60) 
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‘'passive” in the sense that the self can neither enter nor leave it 
at will, it^is a direct invitation to active endurance, a condition of 
stress in which work is done. Thus, when St Cathenne of Siena 
was tormented by hideous visions of sin, she was being led by her 
deeper self to the heroic acceptance of this subtle form of torture, 
almost unendurable to her chaste and delicate mind When these 
trials had brought her to the point at which she ceased to resist 
them, but exclaimed, "I have chosen suffering for my consolation,” 
their business was done They ceased. More significant still, when 
she asked, "Where wast Thou, Lord, when I was tormented by 
this foulness?” the Divine Voice answered, "I was m thy heart ”> 

"In order to raise the soul from imperfection,” said the Voice 
of God to St. Cathenne in her Dialogue, “I withdraw Myself from 
her sentiment, depriving her of former consolations . . . ivhich I 
do m order to humihate her, and cause her to seek Me in truth, 
and to prove her m the light of faith, so that she come to prudence 
Then, if she love Me without thought of self, and with hvely faith 
and with hatred of her own sensuahty, she rejoices in the time of 
trouble, deeming herself unworthy of peace and quietness of mind 
Now comes the second of the three things of which I told thee, 
that IS to say how the soul amves at perfection, and what she 
does when she is perfect That is what she does. Though she per- 
ceives that I have withdrawn Myself, she does not, on that account, 
look back ; but perseveres with humility in her exercises, remaining 
barred m the house of self-knowledge, and, continuing to dwell 
therein, awaits with hvely faith the commg of the Holy Spirit, that 
is of Me, who am the Fire of Love . . . This is what the soul does 
in order to rise from imperfection and axnve at perfection, and 
it IS to this end, namely, that she may arrive at perfection, that I 
withdraw from her, not by grace, but by sentiment Once more 
do I leave her so that she may see and know her defects, so that 
feeling herself deprived of consolation and afflicted by pain, she 
may recognize her own weakness, and learn how incapable she 
is of stability or perseverance, thus cuttmg down to the very 
root of spintual self-love for thus should be the end and purpose 
of all her self-knowledge, to nse above herself, mounting the throne 
of consaence, and not permittmg the sentiment of imperfect love 
to turn again in its death-struggle, but with correction and reproof 
digging up the root of self-love with the knife of self-hatred and 
the love of virtue 

"Digging up the root of self-love with the knife of self-hatred’ 
— ^here we see the mystical reason of that bitter self-contempt and 
sense of helplessness which overwhelms the soul in the Dark Night 
Such a sense of helplessness is really, the mystics say, a mark of 

» Vide supra, p 392 ’ Dialogo, cap Imu 
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progress’ of deeper iiuhation into that sphere of reahty to which 
it IS not yet acclimatized, and which bnngs with it ^ growing 
consciousness of the appalling disparity between that Reahty, 
that Perfection, and the imperfect soul 

The self is in the dark because it is bhnded by a Light greater 
than it can bear — that "Divme Wisdom which is not only night 
and darkness to the soul, but pam and torment too." "The more 
clear the light, the more does it blind the eyes of the owl, and the 
more we try to look at the sun the feebler grows our sight and 
the more our weak eyes are darkened So the divine light of con- 
templation, when it beats on the soul not yet perfectly purified, 
fills it with spintual darkness, not only because of its bnUiance, 
but because it paralyses the natural perception of the soul The 
pain suffered by the soul is hke that endured by weak or diseased 
eyes when suddenly struck by a strong hght Such suffering is 
intense when the yet unpurified soul finds itself invaded by this 
cleansing hght For in this pure hght, which attacks its impunties 
to expel them, the soul perceives itself to be so unclean and 
miserable that it seems as if God had set Himself against it. , . . 
Wonderful and piteous sight* so great are the weakness and 
imperfection of the soul that the hand of God, so soft and so gentle, 
is felt to be so heavy and oppressive, though merely touching it, 
and that, too, most mercifully, for He touches the soul, not to 
chastise it, but to load it with His graces 

The Dark Night then, whichever way we look at it, is a state 
of disharmony, of imperfect adaptation to environment. The self, 
unaccustomed to that direct contact of the Absolute which is 
destined to become the Source of its vitality and its ]oy, feels the 
"soft and gentle touch" of the Following Love as unbearable in 
its weight. The "self-naughting” or "purification of the will," 
which here takes place, is the struggle to resolve that disharmony; 
to purge away the somewhat which still sets itself up m the soul as 
separate from the Divine, and makes the clear light of reality a 
torment mstead of a ]oy So deeply has the soul now entered into 
the great stream of spiritual hfe, so dominant has her transcen- 
dental faculty become, that this process is accomphshed in her 
whether she will or no and in this sense it is, as ascetic writers 
sometimes call it, a "passive purgation " So long as the subject 
stiU feels himself to be somewhat, he has not yet annihilated self- 
hood and come to that ground where his being can be united with 
the Bemg of God 

Only when he learns to cease thinking of himself at aU, in how- 
ever depreciatory a sense, when he abohshes even such selfhood 
as lies in a desire for the sensible presence of God, will that 

> St. John of the Cross, “Noche Escura del Alma," 1 ii. cap v. 
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harmony be attained This is the "naughting of the soul,” the utter 
surrendea to the great movement of the Absolute Life, which is 
insisted upon at snrh length by all wnters upon mysticism Here, 
as in purgation, the condition of access to higher levels of vitality 
IS a death a deprivation, a detadiment, a clearing of the ground 
Poverty leaps to the Cross and finds there an utter desolation, 
without firomise of spiritual reward The satisfactions of the 
spirit must now go the same way as the satisfactions of the senses 
Even the power of voluntary sacrifice and self-discipline is taken 
away A dreadful ennui, a dull helplessness, takes its place The 
mystic motto, I am nothing, I have nothing, I desire nothing, must 
now express not only the detachment of the senses, but the whole 
being’s surrender to the All 

The moral condition towards which the interior travail is 
directed is that of an utter humihty. “Everything depends," says 
Tauler, on “a fathomless sinking in a fathomless nothingness " 
He continues, "If a man were to say, 'Lord, who art Thou, that I 
must follow Thee through such deep, gloomy, miserable paths?’ 
the Lord would reply, ‘I am God and Man, and far more God ’ 
If a man could answer then, really and consciously from the bottom 
of his heart ‘Then I am nothing and less than nothing’ , all would 
-be accomplished, for the Godhead has really no place to work in, 
but ground where all has been anmhilated > As the schoolmen say, 
when a new form is to come into existence, the old must of neces- 
sity be destroyed . . And so I say 'If a man is to be thus clothed 
upon with this Being, aU the forms must of necessity be done 
away that were ever received by him in all his powers — of percep- 
tion, knowledge, will, work, of subjection, sensibility and self- 
seelung,' When St Paul saw nothing, he saw God So also when 
Ehas wrapped his face in his mantle, God came All strong rocks 
axe broken here, all on which the spirit can rest must be done 
away. Then, when all forms have ceased to exist, in the twinkling 
of an eye the man is transformed Therefore thou must make an 
entrance Thereupon speaks the Heavenly Father to him 'Thou 
shalt call Me Father, and shalt never cease to enter in , entering 
ever further in, ever nearer, so as to sink the deeper m an unknown 
and unnamed abyss, and, above all ways, images and forms, 
and above all powers, to lose thyself, deny thyself, and even 
unform thyself ’ In this lost condition nothing is to be seen but 
a ground which rests upon itself, everywhere one Being, one Life. 
It is thus, man may say, that he becomes unknowing, unloving, 
and senseless ”* ^ 

It IS clear that so drastic a process of unselfing is not likely 

' I e , the pure essence of the soul, purged of selfhood and illusion 
I = Sermon on St Matthew (“The Inner 'Way.” pp. 204, 205). 
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to take place without stress. It is the negative aspect of ''deifica- 
tion'' in which the self, depnved of "perception, knoviedge, will, 
work, self-seeking” — the I, the Me, the Mine — Closes itself, denies 
itself, unforms itself, drawing "ever nearer” to the One, till 
"notlung IS to be seen but a ground which rests upon itself” — the 
ground of the soul, in which it has union with God. 

"Eveiywhere one Being, one Life” — this is the goaltif mystical 
activity, the final state of equihbrium towards which the self is 
moving, or rather strugghng, m the dimness and anguish of the 
Dark Night. "The soul,” says Madame Guyon in a passage of 
unusual beauty, "after many a redoubled death, expires at last 
in the arms of Love, but she is unable to perceive these arms. . . . 
Then, reduced to Nought, there is found in her ashes a seed of 
immortality, which is preserved in these ashes and will germinate 
in its season But she knows not this, and does not expect ever t^ 
see herself hving again ” Moreover, "the soul which is reduce® 
to the Nothing, ought to dwell therein, without wishing, smce sha 
is now but dust, to issue from this state, nor, as before, desiring 
to live again She must remain as something which no longer exists| 
and this, in order that the Torrent may drown itself and lose itseL 
in the Sea, never to find itself in its selfhood agam that it mat 
become one and the same thing with the Sea ] 

So Hilton says of the "naughted soul," "the less it thinketh tha 
it loveth or seeth God, the nearer it nigheth for to perceive th 
gift of the blessed love For then is love master, and worketh ii. 
the soul, and maketh it for to forget itself, and for to see and 
behold only how love doth And then is the soul more sufiermg 
than doing, and that is clean love ”* 

The "mystic death” or Dark Night is therefore an aspect or 
incident of the transition from multiplicity to Unity; of that 
mergence and union of the soul with the Absolute which is the 
whole object of the mystical evolution of man It is the last painful 
break with the life of illusion, the tearing away of the self from that 
World of Becoming in which aU its natural affections and desires 
are rooted, to which its intellect and senses correspond; and the 
thrusting of it into that World of Being where at first, weak and 
bhnded, it can but find a wilderness, a "dark ” No transmutation 
without fire, say the edchemists No cross, no crown, says the 
Christian All the great experts of the spiritual hfe agree — what- 
ever their creeds, their symbols, their explanations — ^in descnbing 
this stress, tribulation, and lonehness, as an essential part of the 
I way from the Many to the One, bringing the self to the threshold 
of that completed life which is to be lived in intimate union wildi 

• “Les Torrents," pt i cap viu 

* “The Scale of Perfection," bk ii cap xsxv 
DD 
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Reality It is the Entombment which precedes the Resurrection, 
say the Chnstian mystics ; ever ready to descnbe their life-process 
in the language of their faith Here as elsewhere — but nowhere else 
in so drastic a sense — the self must "lose to find and die to five ” 

The Dark Night, as we have seen, tends to establish itself 
gradually , the powers and intuitions of the self bemg withdrawn 
one after ifhother, the intervals of lucidity becoming rarer, until 
the "mystic death” or state of total deprivation is reached So, 
too, when the night begms to break down before the advance of 
the new or Unitive Life, the process is generally slow, though it 
may be marked — as for instance in Rulman Merswin’s case — by 
visions and ecstasies ‘ One after another, the miseries and dis- 
harmonies of the Dark Night give way af&rmation takes the place 
of negation the Cloud of Unknowing is pierced by rays of light. 

The act of complete surrender then, which is the term of 
the Dark Night, has given the self its footing in Eternity its 
abandonment of the old centres of consciousness has permitted 
movement towards the new In each such forward movement, 
the Transcendental Self, that spark of the soul which is united 
to the Absolute Life, has invaded more and more th^ seat of 
personality , stage by stage the remaking of the self in conformity 
with the Eternal World has gone on In the misery and apparent 
stagnation of the Dark Night — ^that dimness of the spiritual 
jnsciousness, that dullness of its will and love — ^w'ork has been 
!one; and the last great phase of the inward transmutation 
accomplished The self which comes forth from the night is no 
separated self, conscious of the illumination of the Uncreated 
Light, but the New Man, the transmuted humanity, whose life 
IS one with the Absolute Life of God "As soon as the two houses 
of the soul [the sensual and the spiritual]," says St John of the 
Cross, “are tranquil and confirmed, and merged in one by this 
peace, and their servants the powers, appetites and passions are 
sunk in deep tranquillity, neither troubled by things above nor 
things below, the Divine Wisdom immediately unites itself to the 
soul m a new bond of loving possession, and that is fulfilled which 
is wntten in the Book of Wisdom ‘While all things were im- 
mersed m quiet silence, and the mght was in the midway of her 
course. Thy omnipotent Word salhed out of heaven from the 
royal seats’ (Wisdom xviu, 14) The same truth is set before us in 
the Canticle, where the Bnde, after passing by those who took 
her veil away and wounded her, saith, ‘When I had a little passed 
by them I found Him whom my soul loveth’ (Cant 111. 4) 


* Juiidt, ‘ Kulman Merswin,” p 22 

* “Noche Ebcura del Alma,” 1 u cap. xxiv. 
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So far, we have considered the Dark Night of the Soul from a 
somewhat academic point of view We have tried to ^issect and 
describe it have seen it through the medium of literature rather 
than life. Such a method has obvious disadvantages when dealing 
with any orgamc process and when it is applied to the spiritual 
hfe of man, these disadvantages are increased Moreover, our 
chief example, "from the hfe,” Madame Guyon, valuable as her 
passion for self-analysis makes her to the student of mystic states, 
cannot be looked upon as a satisfactory witness Her morbid 
sentimentalism, her absurd “spiritual self-importance” have to 
be taken into account and constantly remembered in estimating 
the value of her psychological descriptions If we want to get a 
true idea of the Dark Night, as an episode in the history of a hving 
soul, we must see it in its context, as part of that soul’s total 
experience We must study the reactions of a self which is passing 
through this stage of development upon its normal environment, 
the content of its diurnal existence, not only on its intuition of 
the Divine. 

As a pendant to this chapter, then, we will look at this “state of 
pain” as it expressed itself in the hfe of a mystic whose ardent, 
impressionable, and poetic nature reacted to every aspect of the 
contemplative experience, every mood and fluctuation of the soul 
I choose this particular case — ^the case of Suso — (i) because it 
contains many interesting and unconventional elements ; showing 
us the Dark Night not as a senes of specific moods and events, 
but as a phase of growth largely conditioned by individual tempera- 
ment (2) because, being told at first hand, in the pages of his 
singularly ingenuous autobiography, the record is comparatively 
free from the reverent and corrupting emendations of the hagio- 
grapher. 

From the 22nd chapter onwards, Suso’s “Life” is one of the 
most valuable documents we possess for the study of this penod 
of the Mystic Way We see in it — ^more clearly perhaps than its 
author can have done — the remaking of his consciousness, his 
temperamental reactions to the ceaseless travail of his deeper 
self so different in type from those of St Teresa and Madame 
Guyon There is a note of virile activity about these trials and 
punfications, an insistence upon the heroic aspect of tlie spiritual 
life, far more attractive than Madame Guyon's elaborate discourses 
on resignation and holy passivity, or even St. Teresa’s “dark 
ecstasies” of insatiable desire 

The chapter m which Suso’s entrance into this “Second Mystic 
Life” of deprivation is described is called “How the Servitor was 
led into the School of True Resignation.” Charactenstically, this 
inward experience expressed itself in a series of dramatic visions. 
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visions of that “dynamic” kind which we have noticed as a 
frequent accompaniment of the cnsis in which the mystic self 
moves to a new level of consciousness ‘ It followed the long period 
of constant mortification and intermittent illumination whicli 
lasted, as he tells us, from his eighteenth to his fortieth year 
and constituted the first cycle of his spiritual hfe. At the end of 
that tirae, "God showed him that all this severity and these 
penances were but a good beginning, that by these he had 
triumphed over the unruly sensual man but that now he must 
exert himself m another manner if he desired to advance in the 
Way In two of these visions — ^these vivid interior dramas — yrc 
seem to see Suso’s developed mystical consciousness running ahead 
of its experience, reading the hidden book of its own future, 
probing its own spiritual necessities, and presenting the results to 
the backward and unwiUmg surface-mind This growing mystic 
consciousness is already aware of fetters which the normal Suso 
does not feel Its eyes open upon the soul’s true country, it sees 
the path which it must tread to perfect freedom, the difference 
between the quality of that freedom, and the spirituality which Suso 
thinks that he has attained The first of these visions is that of 
the Upper School, the second is that in which he is called to put 
upon him the armour of a knight 

“One night after matins, the Servitor being seated m his chair, 
and plunged in deep thought, he was rapt from his senses And 
it seemed to him that he saw in a vision a magnificent young man 
descend from Heaven before him, and say, 'Thou hast been long 
enough in the Lower School, and hast there sufficiently applied 
thyself Come, then, with me, and I will introduce thee into the 
highest school that exists in this world.3 There, thou shalt apply 
thyself to the study of that science which will procure thee the 
ventable peace of God , and which will bring thy holy beginning 
to a happy end ' Then the Servitor rose, full of ]oy , and it seemed 
to him that the young man took him by the hand and led him into 
a spiritual country, wherein there was a fair house inhabited by 
spiritual men for here lived those who applied themselves to the 
study of this science As soon as he entered it, these received him 
kindly, and amiably saluted him And at once they went to the 
supreme Master, and told him that a man was come, who desired 
to be his disaple and to learn his science. And he said, T-et him 

* Vide supra, p 290 ’ Leben, cap xx 

3 These expressions, the Upper and Lower School of the Holy Spirit, as applied 
to the first and second mystic life, were common to the whole group of “Fnends 
of God," and appear frequently in their works Vide supra, p 441, Rulman 
Meiswin's “Vision of Nine Rocks," where the man who has “gazed upon his 
Ongm" IS said to have been in the Upper School of the Holy Spirit, i e , to have 
been united to God 
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come before me, that I may see whether he please me ’ And when 
the supreme Master saw the Servitor, he smiled oy him very 
kmdly, and said, 'Know that this guest is able to become a good 
disciple of our high science, if he will bear with patience the hard 
probation for it is necessary that he be tned mwardly ’ 

“The Servitor did not then understand these enigmatic words. 
He turned toward the young man who had brought ftim and 
asked, ‘Well, my dear comrade, what then is this Upper School 
and this science of which you have spoken to me?’ The young 
man replied thus ‘In this Upper School they teach the science of 
Perfect Self-abandonment , that is to say, that a man is here taught 
to renounce himself so utterly that, m all those circumstances 
in which God is manifested, either by Himself or m His creatures, 
the man applies himself only to remammg calm and unmoved, 
renouncmg so far as is possible all human frailty ' And shortly 
after this discourse, the Servitor came to himself and, talkmg 
to himself, he said, ‘Examme thyself inwardly and thou wilt see 
that thou hast still much self-will thou wilt observe, that with all 
thy mortifications which thou hast mflicted on thyself, thou canst 
not yet endure external vexations Thou art like a hare hidmg in 
a bush, who is frightened by the whispering of the leaves Thou 
also art frightened every day by the griefs that come to thee, 
thou dost tuni pale at the sight of those who speak agamst thee • 
when thou doest fear to succumb, thou takest flight , when thou 
oughtest to present thyself with simplicity, thou dost hide thyself. 
When they praise thee, thou art happy when they blame thee, 
thou art sad Tnily is it very needful for thee that thou shouldst 
go to an Upper School 

Some weeks later, when he had been rejoicing m the new 
bodily comfort which resulted from his relinquishment of all 
outward mortifications, Suso received a still more pointed lesson 
on his need of moral courage. He was sitting on his bed and 
meditating on the words of Job "M%htia est " “The life of man 
upon the earth is like unto that of a knight” ’ “and during this 
meditation, he was once more rapt from his senses, and it seemed 
to him that he saw commg towards him a fair youth of manly 
bearing, who held m his hands the spurs and the other apparel 
which laughts are accustomed to wear. And he drew near to the 
Servitor, and clothed him in a coat of mail, and said to him, ‘Oh, 
knight I hitherto thou hast been but a squire, but now it is God’s 
will that thou be raised to knighthood ’ And the Servitor gazed 
at his spurs, and said with much amazement in his heart, ‘Alas, 
my God I what has befallen me? what have I become? must I 
indeed be a knight? I had far rather remain m peace.’ Then he 

• Leben, cap xxi. > Job vu i (Vulgate). 
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said to the young man, ‘Smce it is God’s wall that I should be a 
knight I hi"^ rather have won my spurs in battle , for this would 
have been more glorious ’ The young man turned away and began 
to laugh and said to him, ‘Have no fear • thou shalt have battles 
enough He who would play a valiant part m the spiritual chivalry 
of God must endure more numerous and more dreadful combats 
than anj^ which were encountered by the proud heroes of ancient 
days, of whom the world tells and smgs the knightly deeds It is 
not that God desires to free thee from thy burdens. He would 
only change them and make them far heavier than they have 
ever been.' Then the Servitor said, ‘Oh, Lord, show me my pains 
m advance, in order that I may know them.’ The Lord replied, 
'No, it is better that thou know nothmg, lest thou shouldst 
hesitate But amongst the innumerable pams which thou wilt 
have to support, I wdl tell thee three. The first is this Hitherto 
it IS thou who hast scourged thyself, with thme own hands thou 
didst cease when it seemed good to thee, and thou hadst compas- 
sion on thyself Now, I would take thee from thyself, and cast 
thee without defence mto the hands of strangers who shall scourge 
thee Thou shalt see the rum of thy reputation. Thou shalt be an 
ob]ect of contempt to blinded men, and thou shalt suffer more 
from this than from the wounds made by the pomts of thy cross ‘ 
When thou didst give thyself up to thy penances thou wert exalted 
and admired Now thou shalt be abased emd annihilated The 
second pam is this Although thou didst mflict on thyself many 
cruel tortures, still by God’s grace there remamed to thee a 
tender and lovmg disposition. It shall befall thee, that there 
where thou hadst thought to find a special and a faithful love, 
thou shalt find nought but unfaithfulness, great sufferings, and 
great griefs Thy trials shall be so many that those men who have 
any love for thee shall suHer with thee by compassion. The third 
pam IS this hitherto thou hast been but a child at the breast, a 
spoiled child. Thou hast been immersed m the divine sweetness 
like a fish m the sea. Now I will withdraw all this It is my will that 
thou shouldst be deprived of it, and that thou suffer from this 
privation, that thou shouldst be abandoned of God and of man, 
that thou shouldst be publicly persecuted by the friends of thine 
enemies. I will tell it thee m a word all thou shalt undertake, that 
might bring thee ]oy and consolation, shall come to nothmg, and 
all that might make thee suffer and be vexatious to thee shall 
succeed ’ 

Observe here, under a highly poetic and visionary method of 
presentation, the charactenstic pains of the Dark Night as 

' During the years of purgation Suso had constantly worn a sharp cross, the 
points of which pierced his flesh. > Leben, cap. xxu 
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descnbed by St John of the Cross, Madame Guyon, De Caussade, 
and almost every expert who has wntten upon this ^ate of con- 
sciousness Desolation and lonelmess, abandonment ky God and 
by man, a tendency of everythmg to “go wrong,” a profusion of 
unsought trials and griefs — all are here Suso, naturally highly 
strung, sensitive and poetic, suffered acutely in this mental chaos 
and multiplication of woes He was tormented by a deep dapression, 
so that "it seemed as though a mountain weighed on his heart” 
by doubts agamst faith by temptations to despair ' These misenes 
lasted for about ten years They were diversified and intensified 
by external trials, such as illnesses and false accusations, and 
reheved, as the years of purgation had been, by occasional visions 
and revelations. 

Suso’s natural tendency was to an enclosed life to secret 
asceticism, reverie, outbursts of fervent devotion, long hours of 
rapt communion with the Eternal Wisdom whom he loved 
At once artist and recluse, utterly unpractical, he had all the 
dreamer’s dread of the world of men His deeper self now ran 
counter to all these preferences. Like the angel which said to him 
in the hour of his utmost prostration and misery, "Vtnhter 
agitei”^ it pressed him inexorably towards the more manly part; 
pushing him to action, sendmg him out from his peaceful if un- 
comfortable cell to the rough-and-tumble of the world Poor Suso 
was httle fitted by nature for that rough-and-tumble’ and a 
large part of his autobiography is concerned with the description 
of all that he endured therem The Dark Night for him was 
emphatically an "active night”, and the more active he was 
forced to be, the darker and more pamful it became Chapter 
after chapter is filled with the troubles of the unhappy Servitor; 
who, once he began to meddle with practical Me, soon disclosed 
his native simplicity and lost the reputation for wisdom and piety 
which he had gamed durmg his years of seclusion 

There was not m Suso that high-hearted gaiety, that child-hke 
courage, which made the early Franciscans dehght to call them- 
selves God’s fools The bewildered lover of the Eternal Wisdom 
suffered acutely from his loss of dignity, from the unfnendli- 
ness and contempt of other men He gives a long and dismal 
catalogue of the enemies that he made, the slanders which he 
endured, m the slow acqmrement of that dismterested and knightly 
valour which had been revealed to him as the essential virtue 
of the sqmre who would "ride with the Eternal Wisdom m 
the lists.”! 

Suso was a bom romantic This dream of a spiritual chivalry 

‘ Leben, cap, xxiii * Ibid , cap xxv. 

3 “Buchlein von der ewigen Weuheit," cap. u. 
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haunts him again and agam he uses the language of the tourna- 
ment m his description of the mystic life Yet perhaps few ideals 
seem less appropriate to this timid, highly-strung, unpiactical 
Dominican friar this ecstatic “minnesinger of the Holy Ghost," 
half-poet, half-metaphysician, racked by ill-health, exalted by 
mystical ardours, mstinctively fearing the harsh contact of his 
fellow-men 

There is no grim endurance about Suso he feels every hard 
knock, and all the instincts of his nature are in favour of t ellin g 
his griefs A more human transcendentahst has never lived 
Thanks to the candour and completeness with which he takes his 
readers mto his confidence, we know him far more intimately 
than we do any of the other great contemplatives. There is 
one chapter in his life m which he describes with the utmost 
mgenuousness how he met a magnificent knight whilst crossing 
the Lake of Constance , and was deeply impressed by his enthusi- 
astic descriptions of the glories and dangers of the lists. The 
conversation between the tough man at arms and the hyper- 
sensitive mystic IS full of revealmg touches Suso is exalted and 
amazed by the stories of hard combats, the courage of the knights, 
and the rmg for which they contend but most astounded by the 
fortitude which pays no attention to its wounds 

“And may not one weep, and show that one is hurt, when one 
IS hit very hard?” he says 

The knight replies, “No, even though one’s heart fails, as 
happens to many, one must never show that one is distressed 
One must appear gay and happy, otherwise one is dishonoured, 
and loses at the same time one’s reputation and the Rmg ” 

“These words made the Servitor thoughtful, and he was greatly 
moved, and mwardly sighmg he said, ‘Oh Lord, if the lights 
of this world must suffer so much to obtain so small a prize, how 
]ust it IS that we should suffer far more if we are to obtam an 
eternal recompense ' Oh, my sweet Lord, if only I were worthy of 
being Thy spiritual knight i” 

Arrived at his destmation, however, Suso was visited by fresh 
trials and soon forgetting his vahant declarations, he began as 
usual to complain of his gnefs. The result was a visionary ecstasy, 
m which he heard the voice of that deeper self to which he 
always attributed a divine vahdity, mquirmg with ill-concealed 
irony, “Well, what has become of that noble chivalry? Who is this 
knight of straw, this rag-made man ? It is not by makmg rash 
promises and drawing back when suffermg comes, that men win 
the Rmg of Eternity which you desire ” 

“Alas I Lord,” said Suso plamtively, “the tournaments in which 
one must suffer for Thee last such a very long time 
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The voice replied, "But the reward, the honour, and the Ring 
which I give to My knights endure for ever . 

As lub inystic consciousness giew, the mslmct pidtsuig him 
towards action and endurance grew with it The inner voice and 
its visionary expression urged him on remorselessly It mocked 
his weakness, encouraged him to moie active suffering, more 
complete self-renunciation more contact with the unfriendly 
world. Vmliter agtie> He must be a complete personality, a whole 
man. Instead of the qmet cell, the secret mortifications, his self- 
hood was to be stripped from him, and the reality of his renuncia- 
tion tested, under the unsympathetic and often mimical gaze of 
other men The case of Suso is one that may well give pause to 
those who regard the mystic life as a progress m passivity, with- 
drawal from the actual world and the "Dark Night” as one of its 
most morbid manifestations 

It IS mterestmg to observe how completely human and appar- 
ently “unmystical” was the culmmating trial by which Suso was 
"perfected m the school of true resignation ” "None can come to 
the sublime heights of the divmity,” said the Eternal Wisdom 
to him m one of his visions, "or taste its meffable sweetness, if 
first they have not expenenced. the bitterness and lowlmess of 
My humanity The higher they climb without passmg by My 
humanity, the lower afterward shall be their fall My humanity 
is the road which all must tread who would come to that which 
thou seekest My suffermgs are the door by which all must come 
m "* It was by the path of humanity, by some of the darkest and 
most bitter trials of human experience, the hardest tests of its 
patience and love, that Suso "came m” to that sustained peace 
of heart and union with the divme will which marked his last 
state. The whole tendency of these tnals m the "path of humanity” 
seems, as we look at them, to be directed towards the awakenuig 
of those elements of character left dormant by the rather special- 
ized disciplmes and purifications of his cloistered life We seem 
to see the "new mem” mvadmg all the resistant or inactive corners 
of personality the Servitor of Wisdom being pressed agamst his 
will to a deeply and widely human life m the interests of Eternal 

■ I.eben, cap xlvii So Ruysbroeck. “The gold Ring of our Covenant is greater 
than Heaven or Earth" (“De Contemplatione”) Compare Vaughan the Silunst 
("The World") 

“I saw Eternity the other night. 

Like a great Rmg of pure and endless light. 

All calm as it was bright, 

One whispered thus 

'This Ring the Bridegroom did for none provide 
But for His Bnde ' ” 

» “Buchlein von der ewigen Weisheit," cap 11 
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Love The absence of God whom he loved, the enmity of man 
whom he.fearcd, were the chief forces brought to play upon him 
and we watch his slow growth, under their tonic mfluence, in 
courage, humility, and fraternal love 

Few chapters in the history of the mystics are more touching 
than that passage in Suso’s Life,* “Where we speak of an extra- 
ordmary Trial which the Servitor had to bear ” It tells how a 
malicious woman accused him of being the father of her child, and 
succeeded for the time m entirely destroymg his reputation “And 
the scandal was all the greater,” says the Servitor with his cus- 
tomary simplicity, “because the rumour of that brother’s sanctity 
had spread so far ” Poor Suso was utterly crushed by this calumny, 
“wounded to the depths of his heart” “Lord, Lord'” he cried, 
“every day of my life I have worshipped Thy holy Name m many 
places, and have helped to cause it to be loved and honoured 
by many men and now Thou wouldst drag my name through 
the mud'” When the scandal was at its height, a woman of the 
neighbourhood came to him m secret, and offered to destroy the 
child which was the cause of this gossip, m order that the tale might 
be more quickly forgotten and his reputation restored She said 
further, that unless the baby were somehow disposed of, he would 
certainly be forced by public opinion to accept it, and provide 
for its upbringing Suso, writhing as he was under the contempt 
of the whole neighbourhood, the apparent rum of his career — 
knowing, too, that this slander of one of their leaders must 
gravely m]ure the reputation of the Friends of God — ^was able to 
meet the temptation with a noble expression of trust “I have 
confidence m the God of Heaven, Who is nch, and Who has 
given me until now all that which was needful unto me He 
will help me to keep, if need be, another beside myself ” And 
then he said to his temptress, “Go, fetch the little child that I 
may see it ” 

“And when he had the baby, he put it on his knees and looked 
at it and the baby began to smile at him And sighing deeply, 
he said, 'Could I kill a pretty baby that smiled at me ? No, no, I 
had rather suffer every tnal that could come upon me '” And turn- 
ing his face to the unfortunate httle creature, he said to it, ‘Oh 
my poor, poor little one ' Thou art but an unhappy orphan, for 
thy unnatural father hath denied thee, thy wicked mother would 
cast thee off, as one casts off a little dog that has ceased to please' 
The providence of God hath given thee to me, m order that I may 
be thy father I will accept thee, then, from Him and from none 
else Ah, dear child of my heart, thou best on my knees, thou dost 
gaze at me, thou canst not yet speak! As for me, I contemplate 

' Cap xl. 
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thee with a broken heart; with weeping eyes, Ups that 
kiss, I bedew thy little face with my burning tea ^ . Thou 

Shalt be my son, and the child of the good God, and^as long as 
heaven gives me a mouthful, I shall share it with thee, for the 
greater glory of God , and will patiently support all the trials that 
may come to me, my darling son'’ " How different is this from 
the early Suso, interested m httle but his own safe spirituality, 
and with more than a touch of the religious aesthete ' 

The story goes on "And when the hard-hearted woman who 
had wished to kill the httle one saw these tears, when she heard 


these tender words, she was greatly moved and her heart was 
filled with pity, and she too began to weep and cry aloud The 
Servitor was obliged to calm her, for fear that, attracted by the 
noise, some one should come and see what was going on And when 
she had finished weeping the Brother gave her back the baby, 
and blessed it, and said to it, 'Now may God in His goodness bless 
thee, and may the saints protect thee agamst all evil that may 
be!’ And he enjomed the woman to care for it well at his 
expense.” 

Small wonder that after this heroic act of chanty Suso's reputa- 
tion went from bad to worse; that even his dearest fnends 
forsook him, and he narrowly escaped expulsion from the religious 
life. His torments and misenes, his fears for the future, contmued 
to grow until they at last came to their term m a sort of mental 
crisis. "His feeble nature broken by the pams which he had to 
endure, he went forth ravmg like one who has lost his senses, and 
hid himself in a place far from men, where none could see or hear 
him . . . and whilst he suffered thus, several times somethmg 
which came from God said within his soul, ‘Where then is your 
resignation ? Where is that equal humour in ]oy and in tribulation 
which you have so lightly taught other men to love? In what 
manner is it, then, that one should rest m God and have confi- 


dence only in Him?’ He replied weeping, ‘You ask where is my 
resignation ? But tell me first, where is the infinite pity of God for 
His fnends? Oh Fathomless Abyss i come to my help, for 
without Thee 1 am lost Thou knowest that Thou art my only 
consolation, that all my trust is only in Thee Oh hear me, for the 
love of God, all you whose hearts are wounded 1 Behold ' let none 
be scandahzed by my msane behaviour So long as it was only a 
question of preaching resignation, that was easy but now that 
my heart is pierced, now that I am wounded to the marrow . . . 
how can I be resigned?’ And after thus suffering half a day, his 
brain was exhausted, and at last he became calmer, and sitting 
down he came to himself and tummg to God, and abandonmg 
himself to His Will, he said, ‘If it cannot be otherwise, fiat 
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volunta. ^.^he act of submission was at once followed by an 

ecstasy ision, m which the approaching end of his troubles 
was annodRfced to him "And m the event, God came to the help 
of the Servitor, and little by little that terrible tempest died away ” 

Thus with Suso, as with St Catherine of Siena and other mystics 
whom we have considered, the travail of the Dark Night is all 
directed towards the essential mystic act of utter self-surrendei , 
that fiat voluntas ttia which marks the death of selfhood in the 
interests of a new and deeper life He has learned the lesson of 
“the school of true resignation" has moved to a new stage of 
reality a complete self-naughtmg. an utter acquiescence m the 
large and hidden purposes of the Divme Will 

"Anzi d formale ad esto beato esse 
tenersi dentro alia divma voglia 
per ch’ una fansi nostre voglie stesse,"i 

says Piccarda, announcmg the pnmary law of Paradise Suso 
has passed through the fire to the state m which he too can say, 
”La sua voluniate i nostra pace." The old grouping of his conscious- 
ness round "spmtual self” has come to its head and at last broken 
down In the midst of a psychic storm parallel to the upheavals of 
conversion, "mercenary love” is lor ever disestablished, the new 
state of Pure Love is abruptly established in its place Human 
pam IS the price the infinite joy pecuhar to "free souls” is the 
reward We may study the pam, but the nature of the joy is 
beyond us as, m the Absolute Type of all mystic achievement, 
we see the cross clearly but can hardly guess at the true nature 
of the resurrection life 

Hence Suso’s description of his establishment in the Unitive 
Way seems meagre, an anti-climax, after all that went before 
"And later,” he says simply, "when God judged that it was time. 
He rewarded the poor martyr for all his suffering And he enjoyed 
peace of heart, and received m tranquillity and quietness many 
precious graces And he praised the Lord from the very depths of 
his soul, and thanked Him for those same sufferings which, for 
all the world, he would not now have been spared And God 
caused him to understand that by this complete abasement he 
had gained more, and was made the more worthy to be laised 
up to God, than by all the pams which he had suffered from his 
youth up to that time ”3 

' op cit , loc at 

* Par 111 79 “Nay, it is essential to this blessed being, to hold ourselves within 
the Will Dmne, that therewith our own wills be themselves made one " 

3 Loc at 
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What IS the Umtive Life’ — Only the Mystics know — It is a state of trans- 
cendent vitality — Its importance for the race — ^The Mystics describe it under two 
forms metaphysical and personal — ^Deihcation and Spiritual Marriage — Self- 
surrender — Freedom — ^Heroic activity — ^The psychological explanation — Dela- 
croix and Eucken — Unification of personality on high levels — ^The Mystic's 
explanation — Immersion in God — Transmutation — The doctrine of Deification — 
in philosophy — ^in religion — Its justification — It is not identification with God — 
It IS the achievement of reality — Fire symbolism — Boehme — Richard of St 
Victor — St Catherine — Rujsbrocck — The Beatific Vision — Suso — Self-loss — 
The union of love — Jalalu 'd Dm — ^The Divine companionship — ^The Epistle of 
Prayer — Spintual Marriage — Divme Fecundity — Enhanced vitality — St Teresa 
— ^The “great actives" — Madame Guyon — The Mystics as parents of new spiritual 
hfe — ^The dual character of the Umtive Life — Being and Becoming — Fruition 
and work — Ruysbroeck the supreme demonstrator of this law — Its exhibition 
in the lives of the Mystics — ^The Unitive Life satisfies the three aspects of the Self 
— Knowledge, Will, Love — Mystic joy — an implicit of the deified life — Dante — 
RoUe — the Song of Love — St Francis*— St Teresa — St Cathennc of Genoa — 
Conclusion 

W HAT IS the Unitive Life!* We have referred to it often 
enough in the course of this inquiry At last we are face 
to face with the necessity of defining its nature if we can 
Since the normal man knows little about his own true personality, 
and nothing at all about that of Deity, the orthodox description 
of it as "the life m which man’s will is united with God,” does but 
echo the question in an ampler form, and conveys no real meaning 
to the student’s mind 

That we should know, by instinct, its character from within — 
as we know, if we cannot express, the character of our own 
normal human lives — is of course impossible We deal here with 
the final triumph of the spirit, the flower of mysticism, humanity’s 
top note the consummation towards which the contemplative 
life, with Its long slow growth and costly training, has moved 
from the first We look at a small but ever-growing group of 
heroic figures, living at transcendent levels of reality which we, 
immersed in the poor hfe of illusion, cannot attain ; breathing an 
atmbsphere whose true quality we cannot even conceive. Here, 
then, as at so many other pomts in our study of the spintual 
consciousness, we must rely for the greater part of our knowledge 
upon the direct testimony of the mystics; who alone can tell the 
character of that "more abundant life” which they enjoy. 

413 
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Yet we are not wholly dependent on this source of information 
It IS the peculianty of lie Unitive Life that it is often lived, in its 
highest and most perfect forms, in the world, and exhibits its 
works before the eyes of men As the law of our bodies is "earth 
to earth” so, strangely enough, is the law of our souls The spirit 
of man having at last come to full consciousness of reality, com- 
pletes the circle of Being; and returns to fertilize those levels of 
existence from which it sprang. Hence, the enemies of mysticism, 
who have easily drawm a congenial moral from the "morbid and 
solitary” lives of contemplatives m the earlier and educative 
stages of the Mystic M'ay, are here confronted ver}- often by the 
disagreeable spectacle of the mystic as a pioneer of humanity, a 
sharply intuitive and painfully practical person an artist, a 
discoverer, a rehgious or social reformer, a national hero, a "great 
active ' amongst the samts By the superhuman nature of that 
which these persons accomphsh, we can gauge something of the 
super-normal vitahty of which they partake The things done, 
the victories gained over circumstances bj' St Bernard or St 
Joan of Arc, by St. Catherme of Siena, St. Ignatius Loyola, 
St Teresa, George Fox, are hardly to be explained unless these 
great spints had indeed a closer, more intimate, more bracing 
contact than their fellows with that Life "which is the light 
of men ” , 

We have, then, these two lines of investigation open to us first, 
the comparison and elucidation of that which the mystics tell us 
concerning their transcendent experience, secondly, the testimony 
which is borne by their lives to the existence within them of 
supernal springs of action, contact set up with deep levels of vital 
power In the third place, we have such critical machineiy as 
psychology has placed at our disposal; but this, m dealing with 
these giants of the spirit, must be used with peculiar caution and 
humility 

The Unitive Life, though so often lived in the world, is never 
of it It belongs to another plane of being, moves securely upon 
levels unrelated to our speech, and hence eludes the measuring 
powers of humanity We, from the valley, can only catch a glimpse 
of the true life of these elect spirits, transfigured upon the moun- 
tain They are far away, breathmg another air we cannot reach 
them Yet it is impossible to over-estimate their importance for 
the race. They are our ambassadors to the Absolute They vindi- 
cate humanity’s claim to the possible and permanent attainment 
of Reality; bear witness to the practical qualities of the transcen- 
dental life In Eucken's words, they testify to "the advent of a 
triumphing Spiritual Power, as distmguished from a spirituality 
which merely lays the foundations of life or struggles to maintain 
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them”:* to the actually life-enhancing power of the Love of God, 
once the human soul is freely opened to receive it 
Coming first to the evidence of the mystics themselves, we find 
that m their attempts towards describing the Unitive Life they 
have recourse to two mam forms of symbolic expression, both 
"very dangerous, and liable to be misunderstood, both offenng 
ample opportunity for harsh criticism to hostile investigators of 
the mystic type We find also, as we might expect from our 
previous encounters with the symbols used by contemplatives 
and ecstatics, that these two forms of expression belong respec- 
tively to mystics of the transcendent-metaphysical and of the 
intimate-personal type and that their formulae, if taken alone, 
appear to contradict one another 

(i) The metaphysical mystic, for whom the Absolute is im- 
personal and transcendent, describes his final attainment of that 
Absolute as deification, or the utter transmutation of the self in 
God. (2) The mystic for whom intimate and personal communion 
has been the mode under which he best apprehended Reality, 
speaks of the consummation of this communion, its perfect and 
permanent form, as the Spiritual Marriage of his soul with God 
Obviously, both these terms are^but the self's guesses concerning 
the intrinsic character of a state which it has felt in its wholeness 
rather than analysed and bear the same relation to the ineffable 
realities of that state, as our clever theories concerning the nature 
and meaning of life bear to the vital processes of men It is worth 
while to examine them , but we shall not understand them till we 
have also examined the life which they profess to explain. 

The language of “deification” and of "spiritual marriage," then, 
is temperamental language and is related to subjective experi- 
ence rather than to objective fact. It describes on the one hand 
the mystic’s astomshed recognition of a profound change effected 
in his own personality* — the transmutation of his salt, sulphur, 
and mercury into Spiritual Gold — on the other, the rapturous 
consummation of his love Hence by a comparison of these sym- 
bolic reconstructions, by the discovery and isolation of the 
common factor latent m each, we may perhaps learn something 
of the fundamental fact which each is trying to portray 
Again, the mystics describe certain symptoms either as the 

’ “Der Smn und Wert des I.ebeiis," p 140 

• Compare Dante's, sense of a transmuted personality when he first breathed 
the air of Paradise — 

“S' 10 era sol di me quel che creasti 

novellamente. Amor che il ciel goveim, 

tu il sai, che col luo lume mi levasti” (Par 1 73) 

“If I were only that of mo which thou didst now create, oh Love who rulest 
> heaven, thou knowest who with thy light didst lift me up." 
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necessary preliminaries or as the marks and fruits of the Unitive 
State and these too may help us to fix its character. 

The chief, in fact the one essential, preliminary is that pure 
surrender of selfhood, or "self-naughtmg,” which the trials of the 
Dark Night tended to produce “This,” says Julian of Norwich, 
"is the cause why that no soul is rested till it is naughted of all 
things jthat are made \\'hen it is willingly made naught for love 
to have Him that is all, then is it able to receive spintual rest ”■ 
Only the thoroughly detached, “naughted soul” is "free,” saj^s 
“The Mirror of Simple Souls,” and the Unitive State is essentially 
a state of free and filial participation in Eternal Life The capital 
marks of the state itself are (i) a complete absorption in the 
interests of the Infinite, under whatever mode It is apprehended 
by the self, (2) a consciousness of sharing Its strength, acting by 
Its authonty, which results m a complete sense of freedom, an 
invulnerable serenity, and usually urges the self to some form of 
heroic effort or creative activity, (3) the establishment of the self 
as a "power for life,” a centre of energy, an actual parent of 
spiritual vitality in other men By assembling these symptoms 
and examining them, and the lives of those who exhibit them, 
m the light of psychology, we can surely get some news — ^however 
fragmentary — concerning the transcendent condition of being 
which involves these characteristic states and acts Beyond this 
even Dante himself could not go 

'Trasumanar signiiicar per verba 
non SI pona.”* 

We will then consider the Umtive Life (i) As it appears from 
the standpomt of the psychologist (2) As it is described to us by 
those mystics who use {a) the language of Deification, (6) that of 
Spintual Marriage (3) Finally, we will turn to those who have 
lived it , and try, if we can, to realize it as an organic whole 
(i) From the point of view of the pure psychologist, what do 
the varied phenomena of the Unitive Life, taken together, seem 
to represent ? He would probably say that they indicate the final 
and successful establishment of that higher form of consciousness 
' which has been struggling for supremacy during the whole of the 
Mystic Way The deepest, richest levels of human personality 
have now attained to light and freedom. The self is remade, 
transformed, has at last unified itself, and with the cessation of 
stress, power has been liberated for new purposes. 

"The beginning of the mystic hfe,” says Delacroix, "introduced 
into the personal life of the subject a group of states which are 
distinguished by certain characteristics, and which form, so to 
• "Revelations of Divine Love," cap. v ’ Par r 70. 
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speak, a special psychological system At its term, it has, as it 
were, suppressed the ordinary self, and by the development of this 
system has established a new personality, with a new method of 
feeling and of action Its growth results in the transformation of 
personality it abolishes the primitive consciousness of selfhood, 
and substitutes for it a wider consciousness, the total disappear- 
ance of selfhood m the divine, the substitution of a Divjne Self 
for the primitive self We give a philosophic content to 
this conception if we say further that man, in this Unitive 
State, by this substitution of the divine for the “primitive” 
self, has at last risen to true freedom, “entered on the 
fruition of reality Hence he has opened up new paths for the 
inflow of that Triumphing Power which is the very substance 
of the Real, has remade his consciousness, and in virtue of this 
total regeneration is "transplanted into that Universal Life, which 
is yet not ahen but our own ”3 From contact set up with this 
Universal Life, this "Energetic Word of God, which nothing can 
contam” — from those deep levels of Being to which his shifting, 
growing personality is fully adapted at last — ^he draws that amaz- 
ing strength, that immovable peace, that power of dealing with 
circumstance, which is one of the most marked characteristics of 
the Unitive Life “That secret* and permanent personality of a 
superior type”! which gave to the surface-self constant and ever 
more insistent intimations of its existence at every stage of the 
m3^tic’s growth — ^his real, eternal self — ^has now consciously 
reahzed its destiny and begms at last fully to In the travail 
of the Dark Night it has conquered and invaded the last re- 
calcitrant elements of character It is no more limited to acts of 
profound perception, overpowermg intuitions of the Absolute no 
more dependent for its emergence on the psychic states of con- 
templation and ecstasy Hinwirt and Huiwiifs are united The mystic 
has at last resolved the Stevensoman paradox, and is not truly 
two, but truly one 

(2) The mystic, I think, would acquiesce in these descriptions, 
so far as they go but he would probably translate them into his 
own words and gloss them with an explanation which is beyond 
the power and province of psychology He would say that his 
’ong-sought correspondence with Transcendental Reality, his union 
Hh God, has now been finally established that his self, though 
1 act, IS wholly penetrated — as a sponge by the sea — by the 
Ocean of Life and Love to which he has attained “I live, yet not ^ 
I but God m me ” He is conscious that he is now at length cleansed . 

• Delacroix, “fitudeb sur le Mysticisme," p 197 

* Eucken, “Djr Sion und Wert des Lebens," p 12. 3 Ibtd , p 96 

< D^(^!lEroix7o?~'ctI.. pi 14 {vi.de supra, p 273) 

EE 



MYSTICISM 


418 

of the last stains of separation, and has become, in a mysterious 
manner, "that which he beholds ” 

In the words of the Sufi poet, the mystic’s journeyis now prose- 
cuted not only to God but in God He has entered the Eternal 
Order, attained here and now the state to which the Magnet of 
the Universe draws every living thing Moving through penods of 
alternate ]oy and anguish, as his spiritual self woke, stretched, 
and was tested in the complementary fires of love and pain, he 
was inwardly conscious that he moved towards a definite objective 
In so far as he was a great m5rstic, he was also conscious that this 
objective was no mere act of knowing, however intense, exultant, 
and sublime, but a condition of being, fulfilment of that love 
which impelled him, steadily and inexorably, to his own place 
In the image of the alchemists, the Fire of Love has done its work 
the mystic Mercury of the Wise — ^that little hidden treasure, that 
scrap of Reality within him — ^has utterly transmuted the salt and 
sulphur of his mind and his sense Even the white stone of illu- 
mination, once so dearly cherished, he has resigned to the crucible 
Now', the great work is accomplished, the last imperfection is 
gone, and he finds within himself the "Noble Tinctuie” — the 
gold of spintual humanity, 

(A) We have said that the mystic of the impersonal type — the 
seeker of a Transcendent Absolute — tends to describe the con- 
summation of his quest in the language of deification The Unitive 
Life necessarily means for him, as for all who attain it, something 
which infinitely transcends the sum total of its symptoms some- 
thing which normal men cannot hope to understand In it he 
declares that he "partakes directly of the Divine Nature," enjoys 
the fruition of reality Since we "only behold that which we are," 
the doctrine of deification results naturally and logically from 
this claim 

"Some may ask,” says the author of the "Theologia Germanica” 
"what is it to be a partaker of the Divine Nature, or a Godlike 
[vergottet, literally deified] man? Answer he who is imbued with 
or illuminated by the Eternal or Divme Light and inflamed or 
consumed with Eternal or Divine Love, he is a deified man and a 
partaker of the Divine Nature 

Such a word as "deification" is not, of course, a scientific term 
It IS a metaphor, an artistic expression which tnes to hint at a 
transcendent fact utterly beyond the powers of human understand- 
ing, and therefore without equivalent in human speech that fact 
of which Dante perceived the "shadowy preface” when he saw 
the saints as petals of the Sempiternal Rose.* Since we know not 

' “Thoologia GermamcEi," cap xli 

* Par XXX 115-ijO and \\\.i 1-12 
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the Being of God, the mere statement that a soul is transformed 
in Him may convey to us an ecstatic suggestion, but will never 
give exact information except of course to those rar^ selves who 
have experienced these supernal states Such selves, however — or 
a large proportion of them — accept this statement as approx- 
imatdy true. Whilst the more clear-sighted are careful to qualify it 
in a sense which excludes pantheistic interpretations, and rebuts 
the accusation that extreme mystics preach the annihilation of 
the self and regard themselves as co-equal with the Deity, they 
leave us in no doubt that it answers to a definite and normal 
experience of many souls who attain high levels of spintual 
vitality. Its terms are chiefly used by those mystics by whom 
Reality is apprehended as a state or place rather than a Person * 
and who have adopted, in describing the earlier stages of their 
journey to God, such symbols as those of rebirth or transmutation 

The blunt and positive language of these contemplatives con- 
cerning deification has aroused more enmity amongst the un- 
mystical than any other of their doctrines or practices It is of 
course easy, by confining oneself to its surface sense, to call such 
language blasphemous and the temptation to do so has seldom 
been resisted Yet, rightly understood, this doctnne lies at the 
heart, not only of all mysticisih, but also of much philosophy and 
most religion. It pushes their first pnnciples to a logical end. 
Christian mysticism, says Delacroix with justice, springs from 
“that spontaneous and half-sav^e longing for deification which 
all religion conteuns Eastern Christianity has always accepted 
it and expressed it in her ntes "The Body of God deifies me and 
feeds me,” says Simeon Metaphrastes, "it deifies my spint and 
it feeds my soul in an incomprehensible manner ”3 

The Chnstian mystics justify this dogma of the deifying of man, 
by exhibiting it as the necessary corollary of the Incarnation — 
the humanizing of God. They can quote the authority of the Fathers 
in support of this argument "He became man that we might be 
made God,” says St. Athanasius 4 "I heard,” says St Augustine, 
speaking of his pre-converted period, "Thy voice from on high 
crying unto me, T am the Food of the fuUgrown grow, and then 
thou shalt feed on Me. Nor shalt thou change Me into thy sub- 
stance as thou changest the food of thy flesh, but thou shalt be 
changed into Mine ’ ”5 Eckhart therefore did no more than expand 
the patristic view when he wrote, "Our Lord says to every hving 

< Compare, p 128 

’ Op. at , IX But It IS difficult to see why we need stigmatize as “half-savage” 
man's primordial instmct for his destmy 

3 Divme Liturgy of the Orthodox Eastern Church Prayers before Communion 

4 Athanasius, De Incarn Verbi, i 108 

5 Aug Conf , bk vii cap x. 
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soul, T became man for you If you do not become God for me, 
you do m^ wrong ’ 

If we are lo allow that the mystics have ever attained the object 
of their quest, I think we must also'lallow that such attainment 
involves the transmutation of the self to that state which they 
call, for want of exact language, “deified ” The necessity of such 
transmiUtation is an implicit of their first position the law that 
"we behold that which we are, and are that which we behold ” 
Eckhart, in whom the language of deification assumes its most 
extreme form, justifies it upon this necessity. "If,” he says, "I am 
to know God directly, I must become completely He and He I so 
that this He and this 1 become and are one 1 
God, said St Augustine, is the Country of the soul its Home, 
says Ruysbroeck The mystic in the unitive state is living m and of 
his native land , no exploring alien, but a returned exile, now wholly 
identified with it, part of it, yet retaining his personality intact 
As none know the spirit of England but the English, and they 
know it by intuitive participation, by mergence, not by thought, 
so none but the "deified” know the secret hfe of God This, too, is 
a knowledge conferred only by participation by living a life, 
breathing an atmosphere, "umon.,with that same Light by which 
they see, and which they see ”3 It is one of those rights of citizen- 
ship which cannot be artificially conferred Thus it becomes 
important to ask the mystics what they have to tell us of their 
life lived upon the bosom of Reality and to receive their reports 
without prejudice, however hard the sayings they contain 

The first thing which emerges from these reports, and from the 
choice of symbols which we find in them, is that the great mystics 
are anxious above aU things to establish and force on us the truth 
that by deification they intend no arrogant claim to identification 
with God, but as it were a transfusion of their selves by His Self 
an entrance upon a new order of hfe, so high and so harmonious 
with Reality that it can only be called divine Over and over again 
they assure us that personality is not lost, but made more real 
"When,” says St Augustine, "I shall cleave to Thee with all my 
being, then shall I m nothing have pain and labour, and my life 
shall be a real hfe, being wholly full of Thee "My hfe shall be 
a real life” because it is "full of Thee ” The achievement of reality, 
and deification, are then one and the same thing necessarily so, 
since we know that only the dmne is the real 5 

Mechthild of Magdeburg, and after her Dante, saw Deity as a 

' Pred Ivii ’ Pred xcix (“Mystische Scliriften,” p 

3 Ruysbroeck, “De Ornatu Spintalium Nuptiarum,” 1 ui cap iii 
* Aug Conf , bk x cap xxviu 

5 Cf Coventry Patmore, “The Kod, the Root, and the Flowei,” Magna 
Moralia," xxii. 
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flame or river of fire that filled the Universe, and the "deified” 
souls of the saints as ardent sparks therein, ablaze with that fire, 
one thing with it, yet distinct * Ruvsbroeck, too, saw Every soul 
like a live coal, burned up by God on the heart of His Infinite 
Love Such fire imagerj' has seemed to many of the mystics a 
pecuharly exact and suggestive symbol of the transcendent state 
which they are struggling to describe No longer confused by the 
dim Cloud of Unknowing, they have pierced to its heart, and there 
found their goal that uncreated and energizing Fire which guided 
the children of Israel through the night By a deliberate appeal 
to the parallel of such great impersonal forces — to Fire and Heat, 
Light, Water, Air — mystic wnters seem able to bring out a per- 
ceived aspect of the Godhead, and of the transfigured soul’s 
participation therein, which no merely personal language, taken 
alone, can touch. Thus Boehme, trying to describe the union be- 
tween the Word and the soul, says, “I give you an earthly simili- 
tude of this Behold a bright flaming piece of iron, which of itself 
is dark and black, and the fire so penetrateth and shmeth through 
the iron, that it giveth light. Now, the iron doth not cease to be; it 
is iron stiU and the source (or property) of the fire retaineth its 
own propnety it doth not take'the iron into it, but it penetrateth 
(and shmeth) through the iron, and it is iron then as well as 
before, free in itself and so also is the source or property of th 
fire. In such a manner is the soul set in the Deity, the Deity pene- 
trateth through the soul, and dwcUeth in the soul, yet the soul doth 
not comprehend the Deity, but the Deity comprehendeth the 
soul, but doth not alter it (from being a soul) but only giveth it 
the divine source (or property) of the Majesty ”3 

Almost exactly the same image of deification was used, five 
hundred years before Boehme’s day, by Richard of St Victor, a 
mystic whom he is hardly hkely to have read "When the soul is 
plunged in the fire of divine love,” he says, "like iron, it first 
loses its blackness, and then growing to white heat, it becomes like 
unto the fire itself And lastly, it grows liquid, and losing its nature 
is transmuted into an utterly different quality of being ” "As the 
difference between iron that is cold and iron that is hot,” he says 
again, "so is the difference between soul and soul between the 
tepid soul and the soul made mcandescent by divine love.”4 
Other contemplatives say that the deified soul is transfigured by 
the inundations of the Uncreated Light that it is like a brand 
blazing in the furnace, transformed to the likeness of the fire. 
"These souls,” says the Divine voice to St Catherine of Siena, 

• Par XXX. 64. “ “Dc Septem Gradibus Amorib," cap xiv 

3 “The Threefold Life of Man." cap vi 88 

4 “De Quatuor GradibusVioleiitae Charitalis" (Migiie, Patiologia Latina cxcvi ) 
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“thrown into the furnace of My chanty, no part of their will 
remaining outside but the whole of them being inflamed in Me, 
are hke a bfand, wholly consumed m the furance, so that no one 
can take hold of it to extinguish it, because it has become fire 
In the same way no one can seize these souls, or draw them 
outside of Me, because they are made one thing with Me through 
grace, alfid I never withdraw Myself from them by sentiment, as 
m the case of those whom I am leading on to perfection 

For the most subtle and dehcate descriptions of the Unitive or 
Deified State, understood as self-loss in the “Ocean Pacific” of 
God, we must go to the great genius of Ruysbroeck He alone, 
whilst avoiding all its pitfalls, has conveyed the suggestion of its 
ineffable joys in a measure which seems, as we read, to be beyond 
all that we had supposed possible to human utterance. Awe and 
rapture, theological profundity, keen psychological insight, are 
here tempered by a touching simphcity We listen to the report 
of one who has indeed heard “the mvitation of love" which “draws 
interior souls towards the One” and says "Come home ” A humble 
receptivity, a meek self-naughting is with Ruysbroeck, as with 
all great mystics, the gate of the City of God “Because they have 
abandoned themselves to God m<» doing, in leaving undone, and 
m suffering,” he says of the deified souls, "they have steadfast 
peace and inward joy, consolation and savour, of which the 
world cannot partake , neither any dissembler, nor the man who 
seeks and means himself more than the glory of God Moreover, 
those same inward and enlightened men have before them in their 
inward seeing, whenever they will, the Love of God as something 
drawing or urging them into the Umty, for they see and feel that 
the Father with the Son through the Holy Ghost, embrace Each 
Other and all the chosen, and draw themselves back with eternal 
love into the unity of Their Nature Thus the Unity is ever 
drawing to itself and inviting to itself everything that has been 
born of It, either by nature or by grace And therefore, too, such 
enlightened men are, with a free spirit, lifted up above reason 
into a bare and imageless vision, wherein lives the eternal in- 
drawing summons of the Divme Unity, and, with an imageless 
and bare understanding, they pass through all works, and all 
exercises, and aU things, until they reach the summit of their 
spirits There, their bare understanding is drenched through by 
the Eternal Brightness, even as the air is drenched through by 
the sunshine And the bare, uplifted will is transformed and 
drenched through by abysra^ love, even as iron is by fire And 
the bare, uplifted memory feels itself enwrapped and established 
in an abysmal Absence of Image And thereby the created image 
' Dialogo, cap. Ixxviii 
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is tmited above reason m a threefold way with its Eternal Image, 
which IS the ongin of its being and its hfe. . Yet the creature 
does not become God, for the umon takes place in Ood through 
grace and our homeward-turning love and therefore the creature 
in its inward contemplation feels a distinction and an otherness 
between itself and God. And though the union is without means, 
yet the manifold works which God works in heaven and an earth 
are nevertheless hidden from the spirit For though God gives 
Himself as He is, with clear discernment, He gives Himself in the 
essence of the soul, where the powers of the soul are simplified 
above reason, and where, in simplicity, they suffer the trans- 
formation of God There all is full and overflowing, for the spirit 
feels itself to be one truth and one richness and one unity with 
God. Yet even here there is an essential tending forward, and 
therein is an essential distinction between the being of the soul 
and the Being of God, and this is the highest and finest distinction 
which we are able to feel 

“When love has carried us above and beyond all things,” he 
says m another place, “above the light, into the Divine Dark, 
there we are wrought and transformed by the Eternal Word Who 
is the image of the Father, and ;is the air is penetrated by the sun, 
thus we receive in idleness of spirit the Incomprehensible Light, 
enfolding us and penetrating us. And this Ijght is nothing else 
but an infinite gazing and seeing We behold that which we are, 
and we are that which be behold, because our thought, life and 
being are uplifted in simphcity and made one with the Truth 
which is God 

Here the personal aspect of the Absolute seems to be reduced to 
a minimum yet all that we value in personality — ^love, action, 
will — ^remains unimpaired We seem caught up to a plane of 
vision beyond the categories of the human mind to the contempla- 
tion of a Something Other — our home, our hope, and our passion, 
the completion of our personality, and the Substance of all that 
Is. Such an endless contemplation, such a dwelhng within the 
substance of Goodness, Truth and. Beauty, is the essence of that 
Beatific Vision, that participation of Eternity, “of all things 
most dehghtful and desired, of all things most loved by them 
who have it ,”3 which theology presents to us as the objective of 
the soul 

Those mystics of the metaphysical type who tend to use these 
impersonal symbols of Place and Thing often see m the Unitive 
Life a foretaste of the Beatific Vision an entrance here and now 

• Ruysbroeck, "Samuel," cap xi (English translation' “The Book of Truth.") 

* Ibid , “De Calculo," cap ix 

3 St Thomas Aquinas, “Summa Contra Gentiles," bk. ui cap. Ixu 
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mto that absolute life within the Divine Being, which shall be 
lived by all perfect spirits when they have cast off the limitatioTis 
of the flesh “and re-entered the eternal order for which they were 
made For them, in fact, the “deified man,” in virtue of his genius 
for transcendental reality, has run ahead of human history and 
attained a form of consciousness which other men will only know 
when earthly hfe is past 

In the "Book of Truth” Suso has a beautiful and poetic com- 
parison between the life of the blessed spints dwelling within the 
Ocean of Divine Love, and that approximate life which is lived 
on earth by the mystic who has renounced all selfhood and merged 
his will in that of the Eternal Truth. Here we find one of the best 
of many answers to the ancient but apparently immortal accusa- 
tion that the m5'stics teach the total annihilation of personality 
as the end and object of their quest. “Lord, tell me,” says the 
Servitor, “what remains to a blessed soul which has wholly re- 
nounced itself ” Truth says, “When the good and faithful servant 
enters into the joy of his Lord, he is inebriated by the riches of 
the house of God, for he feels, in an ineffable degree, that which 
IS felt by an inebnated man He forgets himself, he is no longer 
consedous of his selfhood, he disappears and loses himself in God, 
and becomes one spirit with Him, as a drop of water which is 
drowned in a great quantity of wine For even as such a drop 
disappears, taking the colour and the taste of wine, so it is with 
those who are in full possession of blessedness All human desires 
are taken from them in an indescribable manner, they are rapt 
from themselves, and are immersed in the Divine Will If it were 
otherwise, if there remained in the man some human thing that 
was not absorbed, those words of Scripture which say that God 
must be all in all would be false His being remains, but in another 
form in another glory, and in another power And all this is the 
result of entire and complete renunciation . Herein thou shalt 
find an answer to thy question; for the true renunciation and 
veritable abandonment of a man to the Divine Will in the temporal 
world is an imitation and reduction of that self-abandonment of 
the blessed, of which Scripture speaks and this imitation ap- 
proaches its model more or less, according as men are more or less 
united with God and become more or less one with God Remark 
well that which is said of the blessed they are stopped of their 
personal initiative, and changed into another form, another glory 
another power What then is this other form, if it be not the 
Divine Nature and the Divine Being whereinto they pour them- 
selves, and which pours Itself mto them, and becomes one thing 
with them? And what is that other glory, if it be not to be 
lUummated and made shining in the Inaccessible Light ? What is 
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that other power, if it be not that by means of his union with the 
Divine Personality, there is given to man a divine strength and 
a divine power, that he may accomplish all which pertains to his 
blessedness and omit all which is contrary thereto ^ And thus it 
IS that, as has been said, a man comes forth from his selfhood 
All the mystics agree that the stripping off of the I, the Me, the 
' Mine, utter renouncement, or "self-naughting” — self-aljandon- 
ment to the direction of a larger Will — ^is an imperative condition 
of the attainment of the umtivelife The temporary denudation of 
the mind, whereby the contemplative made space for the vision 
of God, must now be applied to the whole life Here, they say, 
there is a final swallowmg up of that wilful I-hood, that surface 
individuahty which we ordinarily recognize as ourselves It goes 
for ever, and somethmg new is established in its room The self 
is made part of the mystical Body of God, and, humbly takmg 
its place m the corporate life of Reality, would “fain be to the 
Eternal Goodness what his oivn hand is to a man That strange 
"hunger and thirst of God for the soul,” "at once avid and 
generous," of which they speak m their profoundest passages, here 
makes its final demand and receives its satisfaction "All that He 
has, all that He is. He gives £^I that we have, all that we are. 
He takes ”3 The self, they declare, is devoured, immersed in the 
Ab 3 rss; "smks mto God, Who is the deep of deeps.” In their 
efforts towards describing to us this, the supreme mystic act, 
and the new life to which it gives birth, they are often driven to 
the use of images which must seem to us grotesque, were it not 
for the flame which burns behmd as when Ruysbroeck cries, "To 
eat and be eaten ' this is Union ' . . Since His desire is without 

measure, to be devoured of Him does not greatly amaze me ” 4 
(B) At this pomt we begm to see that the language of deification, 
taken alone, ^1 not suffice to describe the soul’s final expenence 
of Reality. The personal and emotional aspect of man’s relation 
with his Source is also needed if that which he means by “union 
with God” IS to be even partially expressed Hence, even the most 
“transcendental” mystic is constantly compelled to fall back on 
the language of love in the endeavour to express the content of 
his metaphysical raptures and forced in the end to acknowledge 
that the perfect union of Lover and Beloved cannot be suggested 
in the precise and arid terms of religious philosophy. Such and 
language eludes the most dangerous aspects of “divme union,” 
the pantheistic on one hand, the “amoristic” on the other, but 
it also fails to express the most splendid side of that amazing 

* Suso, “Buchlein von der Wahrheit," cap iv 
> “Theologia Germanica," cap x 
3 Ruysbroeck, “Speculum .ffitemEB Salutis," cap vii 
1 “Regnum Deum Amanttum," cap. xxii 
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experience. It needs some other, more personal and intimate vision 
to complete it and this we shall find m the reports of those mystics 
of the ‘ ‘intimate' ' type to whom the Unitive Life has meant not 
self-loss m an Essence, but self-fulfilment m the union of heart 
and will. 

The extreme form of this kmd of apprehension of course finds 
expression m the well-knoivn and heartily abused symbolism of 
the Spiritual Marriage between God and the Soul a symbolism 
which goes back to the Orphic Mysteries, and thence descended 
via the Neopiatonists into the stream of Chnstian tradition. But 
there are other and less concrete embodiments of it, wholly free 
from the dangers wluch are supposed to lurk m “erotic” imagery 
of this kmd Thus Jalalu 'd Dm, by the use of metaphors which are 
hardly human yet charged with passionate feelmg, tells, no less 
successfully than the writer of the Song of Songs, the secret of 
this union m which “heart speaks to heart.” 

"With Thy Sweet Soul, this soul of mine 
Hath mixed as Water doth with Wine 
Who can the Wine and Water part. 

Or me and Thee when we combine ? 

Thou art become my greater self. 

Small bounds no more can me confine 
Thou hast my being taken on. 

And shall not I now take on Thine 
Me Thou for ever hast eiifirmed. 

That I may ever know Thee mine 
Thy Love has pierced me through and through, 

Its thnll with Bone and Nerve entwine 
I rest a Flute laid on Thy lips , 

A lute, I on Thy breast recline 
Breathe deep in me that 1 may sigh. 

Yet stnke my stnngs, and tears shall shine ”■ 

What the mystic here desires to tell us is, that his new life is 
not only a free and conscious participation m the life of Eternity 
— a fully-established existence on real and transcendental levels — 
but also the conscious shanng of an inflowmg personal life greater 
than his own, a tightening of the bonds of that companionship 
which has been growing in intimacy and splendour during the 
course of the Mystic Way This companionship, at once the most 
actual and most elusive fact of human experience, is utterly 
beyond the resources of speech So too are those mysteries of the 
communion of love, whereby the soul’s humble, active and evei- 
renewed self-donation becomes the occasion of her glory and 
“by her love she is made the equal of Love” — the beggai maid 
shanng Cophetua’s throne. 

Thus the anonymous author of the "Mirror” writes, m one of 

' Jalalu ’d Dm, “The Festival of Spring" (Hastie's translation, p. 10) 
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his most daxmg passages, " ‘I am God,’ says Love, ‘for Love is 
God, and God is Love And this soul is God by condition of love 
but I am God by Nature Divine. And this [state] 4s hers by 
righteousness of love, so that this precious beloved of me, is 
learned, and led of Me without her [working] . This [soul] is 
I* the eagle that flies high, so right high and yet more high than 
doth any other bird, for she is feathered with fine love.’ » 

The simplest expression of the Umtive Life, the simplest mter- 
pretation which we can put on its declarations, is that it is the 
complete and conscious fulfilment here and now of this Perfect 
Love. In it certam elect spirits, stUl in the flesh, "fly high and yet 
more high,” till "taught and led out of themselves.” they become, 
in the exaggerated language of the "Mirror,” “God by condition 
of love.” Home-grown English mysticism tried as a rule to express 
the inexpressible in homelier, more temperate terms than this. 
"I would that thou knew,” says the unknown author of the 
"Epistle of Prayer," "what manner of workmg it is that knitteth 
man’s soul to God, and that maketh it one with Him m love and 
accordance of will after the word of St Paul, saying thus ‘Qm 
adhaerel Deo, unus spintus est cum illo’, that is to say ‘Whoso 
draweth near to God as it is by such a reverent affection touched 
before, he is one spirit with God.’ That is, though all that God and 
he be two and sere in kmd, nevertheless yet in grace they are so 
knit together that they are but one m spint , and all this is one for 
onehead of love and accordance of will, and m this onehead is the 
marriage made between God and the soul the which shall never 
be broken, though all that the heat and the fervour of this work 
cease for a time, but by a deadly sm. In the ghostly feelmg of this 
onehead may a loving soul both say and sing (if it list) this holy 
word that is written m the Book of Songs in the Bible, 'Dtledus 
meus mtkt et ego illi,' that is. My loved unto me, and I unto Him, 
understandmg that God shall be knitted with the ghostly glue of 
grace on His party, and the lovely consent in gladness of spirit 
on thy party.”* 

I think no one can deny that the comparison of the bond 
between the soul and the Absolute to "ghostly glue,” though 
crude, is wholly innocent Its appearance m this passage as an 
alternative to the symbol of wedlock may well check the un- 
cntical enthusiasm of those who hurry to condemn at sight all 
“sexual” imagery That it has seemed to the mystics appropriate 
and exact is proved by its reappearance in the next century m the 
work of a greater contemplative. "Thou givest me,” says Petersen, 

• “The Mirror o£ Simple Souls," Div iv cap 1 

> “The Epistle of Prayer " Prmted from Pepwell's edition in “The Cell of Self- 
Icaowledge," edited by Edmund Gardner, p 8S. 
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“Thy whole Self to be mine whole and undivided, if at least I 
shall be Thmc whole and undivided And when I shall be thus all 
Thine, even as from everlastmg Thou hast loved Thyself, so fiom 
everlasting Thou hast loved me for this means nothing more than 
that Thou enjoyest Thyself in me, and that I by Thy grace enjoy 
Thee m myself and myself m Thee. And when in Thee I shall love 
myself? nothing else but Thee do I love, because Thou art in me 
aud I in Thee, glued together as one and the selfsame thing, which 
henceforth and forever cannot be divided.”' 

From this kind of language to that of the Spiritual Marriage, 
as understood by the pure mmds of the mystics, is but a step - 
They mean by it no rapturous satisfactions, no dubious spiritual- 
izing of earthly ecstasies, but a life-long bond “that shall never 
be lost or broken,” a close personal union of will and of heart 
between the free self and that “Fairest m Beauty” Whom it has 
known in the act of contemplation 

The Mystic Way has been a progress, a growth, in love a 
deliberate fostering of the inward tendency of the soul towards its 
source, an eradication of its disorderly tendencies to “temporal 
goods ” But the only proper end of love is union “a perfect 
uniting and couplmg together of the lover and the loved mto one ”1 
It is “a unifymg prmciple,” the philosophers say 4 life’s mightiest 
agent upon every plane Moreover, just as earthly mariiage is 
understood by the moral sense less as a satisfaction of personal 
desire, than as a part of the great processof life — ^the fusion of 
two selves for new purposes — so such spiritual marriage brings 
with it duties and obligations With the attainment of a new order, 
the new infusion of vitality, comes a new responsibility, the call 
to effort and endurance on a new and mighty scale It is not an 
act but a state Fresh life is imparted, by which our lives are made 
complete new creative powers are conferred The self, lifted to 
the divine order, is to be an agent of the divme fecundity an 
energizing centre, a parent of transcendental life "The last pei- 
fection,” says Aquinas, "to supervene upon a thmg, is its becoming 
the cause of other things While then a creature tends by nianv 
ways to the likeness of God, the last way left open to it is to seek 
the divine likeness by being the cause of other things, according 
to what the Apostle says, Dei enim sumus adjutores ”5 


' Gerlac Petersen. “Ignitum cum Deo Soliloqmm,” cap xv 

* Compare Pt i Cap vi It seems needless to repeat here the examples theie 
given 

3 Hilton, “The Treatise written to a Devout Man," cap vm 

4 Cf Ormond, “Foundations of Knowledge," p 442 “When we love any 
being, we desire either the unification of its life with our own, or our own unification 
with its life Love in its innermost motive is a unifying principle " 

5 “Summa Contra Gentiles," bk 11 cap xxi 
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We find as a matter of fact, when we come to study the 
history of the mystics, that the permanent Umtive State, or 
spiritual marriage, does mean for those who attaui to iL, above 
all else such an access of creative vitality. It means man’s small 
• derivative life invaded and enhanced by the Absolute Life the 
I appearance m human history of personalities and careers which 
','seem superhuman when judged by the surface mmd Such activity, 
such a bnnging forth of "the frmts of the Spmt,” may take many 
forms, but where it is absent, where we meet with personal 
satisfactions, personal visions or raptures — ^however sublime and 
spiritualized — presented as marks of the Unitive Way, ends or 
objects of the quest of Reality, we may be sure that we have 
wandered from the "strait and narrow road” which leads, not 
to eternal rest, but to Eternal Life. "The fourth degree of love is 
spiritually fruitful,”^ said Richard of St Victor Wherever we find 
a sterile love, a "holy passivit}',” we are m the presence of quietistic 
heresy; not of the Unitive Life “I hold it for a certam truth,” says 
St. Teresa, “that in givmg these graces our Lord intends, as I 
have often told you, to strengthen our weakness so that we may 
imitate Him by suffering much . . . Whence did St Paul draw 
strength to support his immense labours ’ We see clearly m hun 
the efiects of visions and conterAplations which come mdeed from 
our Lord, and not from our own imagination or the devil’s fraud. 
Do you suppose St Paul hid himself in order to enjoy m peace 
these spintual consolations, and did nothing else ? You know that 
on the contrary he never took a day’s rest so far as we can learn, 
and worked at night in order to earn his bread . Oh my sisters ' 
how forgetful of her own ease, how careless of honours, should she 
be whose soul God thus chooses for His special dwelling place 1 For 
if her mmd is fixed on Him, as it ought to be, she must needs 
forget herself; all her thoughts are bent on how to please Him 
better, and when and how she may show Him her love This is 
the end and aim of prayer, my daughters, this is the object of 
that spintual marnage whose children are always good works. 
Works are the best proof that the favours which we receive have 
come from God.”= "To give our Lord a perfect hospitality” she 
says in the same chapter, "Mary and Martha must combine.” 

When we look at the lives of the great theopathetic mystics, 
the true initiates of Eternity — ^marticulate as these mystics often 
are — ^we find ourselves in the presence of an amazmg, a superabun- 
dant vitality of a “tnumphing force” over which circumstance 
has no power. The incessant production of good works seems mdeed 

t “De Quatuoi Gradibus Violentae Chantatis" (Mignc, Patiologia Latina cxcvi 
col. IZI6 D) 

» “El Castillo Interior, " Aloradab Setunas. c.'p iv. 
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to bf* fJic object of that Spirit, b}* WTiose presence their intenor 
castle IS no'A 6l!ed. 

W'e -ee Paul, abruptly enslai cd Ia' the First and Onlv Fair, 
not hidirs him-elf to enjoy the vision ol Rtalitt', but com? out 
'in^le-handod to organize the Catholic Church. We ask how it was 
po<=sible for an obscure Roman citizen, without money, inducnce, 
or goof^ health, to lay these colossal foundations' and he answers 
"Not I but Christ in me " 

We -ec St. Joan of Arc, a child of the peasant class leasing the 
'hcepfold to lead the armic'^ of France. We ask how this incredible 
thing can be. and are told “Her V’oices bade her ’’ A message an 
overpowering impjl.se, came from the supra-sensitle ' ritaliti 
flowed in on hr r, ahe knew not how or why She was united with 
the Infinite Life, and became Its agent, the medium of Its strength, 
"Wihat his own hand is to a man.” 

Wo see bt Francis, "God's troubadour,” marked with His 
wounds, inflamed with His joy — obverse and reverse of the earnest- 
money of eternity — or St Ignatius Loyola, our Lady's knight, a 
figure at once militant and romantic, go out to change the '•pintual 
history of Europe Where did they find — ^bom and bred to the 
ni(/st ordinary of careers, m the least spiritual of atmo.spheres— 
that superabundant energy, that g^us for success which triumphed 
best in the most hopeless situations > Francis found it before the 
crucifix in St Damiano, and renewed it m the mefEable experience 
of La Verna, when "by mental possession and rapture he was 
transfigured of God ” Ignatius found it in the long contempla- 
tions and hard disciplme of the cave of Manresa, after the act of 
surrender in which he dedicated his knighthood to the semce of 
the Mother of God 

Wf see bt Teresa, another bom romantic, pass to the Lnitive 
State after long and bitter struggles between her loiver and higher 
personality. A chronic invalid over fifty years of age, weakened 
by long ill-health and the mortifications of the Purgative Way, 
slie deliberately breaks with her old career m obedience to the 
inwaid Voice, leaves her convent, and starts a new life coursing 
through bpam, and reforming a great religious order in the teeth 
of the ecclesiastical world. Yet more amazmg, St. Catherine of 
Siena, an illiterate daughter of the people, after a three j ears’ 
retreat consummates the mystic marriage, and emerges from the 
cell of self-knowledge to dommate the politics of Italy. How came 
it that these apparently imsuitable men and women, checked on 
every side by inimical environment, ill-health, custom, or poverty, 
achieved these stupendous destinies? The explanation can only 
he m the fact that all these persons were great mystics, living 
upon liigh levels the ilicopaihetic life. In each a character of the 
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heroic type, of great vitality, deep enthusiasms, unconquerable 
will, was raised to the spiritual plane, remade on higher levels of 
consciousness. Each by surrender of selfhood, by acqipescence in 
the large destmies of Me, had so furthered that self’s natural 
genius for the Infinite that their human limitations were over- 
passed Hence they rose to freedom and attamed to the one 
ambition of the "naughted soul,” ‘T would fam be to the ^Iternal 
Goodness what his own hand is to a man ” 

Even Madame Guyon’s natural tendency to passive states 
breaks down with her entrance on the Umtive Way Though she 
cannot be classed amongst the greatest of its mitiates, she too 
felt its fertilizmg power, was stung from her "holy mdifference” 
to become, as it were, involuntarily true to type 

“The soul,” she says of the self entenng upon Union — and we 
cannot doubt that as usual she is describing her own carefully 
docketed "states” — "feels a secret vigour taking more and more 
strongly possession of all her bemg and little by little she receives 
a new life, never agam to be lost, at least so far as one can be 
assured of anythmg m this life. . This new Me is not like that 
which she had before. It is a life m God. It is a perfect Me. She no 
longer lives or works of herself but God lives, acts and works in 
her, and this grows little by little till she becomes perfect with God’s 
perfection, is rich with His nches, and loves with His love.” . . .' 

This new, mtense, and ventable Me has other and even more 
vital charactenstics than those which lead to "the performance 
of acts” or "the mcessant production of good works.” It is, m an 
actual sense, as Richard of St. Victor reminded us, fertile, creative, 
as well as merely active In the fourth degree of love, the soul 
brings forth its children. It is the agent of a fresh outbirth of 
spintual vitality into the world, the helpmate of the Transcendent 
Order, the mother of a spiritual progeny The great unitive 
mystics are each of them the founders of spiritual famihes, centres 
wherefrom radiates new transcendental Me The "flowing light 
of the Godhead” is focussed in them, as m a lens, only that it may 
pass through them to spread out on every side. So, too, the great 
creative seers and artists are the parents, not merely of their own 
immediate works, but also of whole schools of art , whole groups 
of persons who acquire or mhent their vision of beauty or truth 
Thus within the area of influence of a Paul, a Francis, an Ignatius, 
a Teresa, an atmosphere of reality is created , and new and vital 
spiritual personahties gradually appear, meet for the work which 
these great founders set m hand. The real witness to St Paul’s 
ecstatic Me m God, is the train of Christian churches by which 
his joumeymgs are marked. Wherever Francis passed, he left 

‘ “Lea Torrents," pt i cap ix. 
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Franciscans, "fragrant with a wondrous aspect,” where none had 
been before * The Friends of God spnng up, individual mystics, 
here and there through the Rhmeland and Bavaria. Each becomes 
the centre of an ever widening circle of transcendent life, the parent 
of a spiritual family They are come, like their Master, that men 
may have life more abundantly from them new mystic energy is 
actually born into the world. Again, Ignatius leaves Manresa a 
solitary maimed, ignorant, and poor. He comes to Rome iMth 
his company already formed, and ablaze with his spirit , veritably 
his children, begotten of him, part and parcel of his life 

Teresa finds the order of Mount Carmel hopelessly coiiupl 
its friars and nuns blind to reahty, indifferent to the obligations 
of the cloistered life She is moved by the Spirit to leave her 
convent and begm, m abject poverty, the foundation of new 
houses, where the most austere and exalted life of contemplation 
shall be led. She enters upon this task to the accompaniment of an 
almost universal mockery Mystenously, as she proceeds, novices 
of the spintual life appear and cluster around her They come into 
existence, one knows not how, m the least favourable of atmo- 
spheres but one and all are salted with the Teresian salt They 
receive the mfection of her abundant vitality embrace eagerly 
and joyously the heroic life of the Reform. In the end, every city 
in Spam has withm it Teresa’s spiritual children a whole order 
of contemplatives, as truly bom of her as if they were mdeed her 
sons and daughters in the flesh Well might the Spiritual Alchemists 
say that the true "Lapis Philosophorum” is a tinging stone which 
imparts its goldness to the base metals brought withm its spheie 
of influence 

This reproductive power is one of the greatest marks of the 
theopathetic life the true "mystic marriage” of the individual 
soul with its Source Those rare personahties m whom it is found 
are the media through which that Triumphmg Spiritual Life which 
IS the essence of reality forces an entrance mto the temporal order 
and begets children, heirs of the superabundant vitality of the 
transcendental universe. 

But the Unitive Life is more than the sum total of its symptoms 
more than the heroic and apostolic hfe of the "great active” moic 
than the divme motherhood of new "sons and daughters of the 
Absolute ” These arc only its outward .signs, its expression in 
time and space I have first laid stress upon that expression, 
because it is the side which all critics and some friends of the 
mystics persistently ignore The contemplative’s power of livmg 
this mtense and creative life withm the temporal order, how'evei, 
IS tightly bound up with that other life m which he attams to 

‘ Thomas of Cclano, Lcgcada Secunda, cap. xu 
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complete communion with the Absolute Order, and submits to the 
inflow of its supernal vitahty In discussmg the relation of the 
mystical expenence to philosophy,* we saw that the complete 
mystic consciousness, and therefore, of course, the complete 
mystic world, had a twofold character which could hardly be 
reconciled with the requirements of monism It embraced a 
Reality which seems from the human standpoint at onje static 
and dynamic, transcendent and immanent, eternal and temporal 
accepted both the absolute World of Pure Being and the unrestmg 
World of Becommg as mtegral parts of its vision of Truth, demand- 
ing on its side a dual response. All through the Mystic Way we 
caught glimpses of the growth and exerase of this dual intmtion 
of the Real. Now, the mature mystic, having come to his full 
stature, passed through the purifications of sense and of spint 
and entered on his heritage, must and does take up as a part of that 
heritage not merely (a) a fruition of the Divine Goodness, Truth, 
and Beauty, his place withm the Sempiternal Rose, nor (i») the 
creative activity of an agent of the Eternal Wisdom, still immersed 
in the River of Life but both together — ^the twofold destmy of 
the spiritual man, called to “mcamate the Eternal in time ” To 
use the old scholastic language^ he is at once patient and agent 
patient as regards God, agent as regards the world. 

In a deep sense it may be said of him that he now participates 
according to his measure m that divme-human life which mediates 
between man and the Eternal, and constitutes the “salvation of 
the world '' Therefore, though his outward heroic life of action, 
his divine fecundity, may seem to us the best evidence of his 
state, it is the inner knowledge of his mystical sonship whereby 
"we feel eternal life in us above all other thing,”* which is for him 
the guarantee of absolute life He has many ways of describmg 
this central fact , this peculiar consciousness of his own transcen- 
dence, which coexists with, and depends on, a complete humihty. 
Sometimes he says that whereas m the best moments of his natural 
life he was but the “faithful servant” of the eternal order, and 
in the illummated way became its "secret friend,” he is now 
advanced to the final, most mysterious state of “hidden child ” 
“How great,” says Ruysbroeck, “is the difference between the 
secret fnend and the hidden child' For the friend makes only 
loving, living, but measured ascents towards God But the child 
presses on to lose his own life upon the summits, m that simphcity 
which knoweth not itself. . . When we transcend ourselves and 
become m our ascent towards God so simple that the bare supreme 
Love can lay hold of us, then we cease, and we and all our selfhood 

' Supra, Pt 1 Cap II. 

» Ruysbroeck, “De Calculo,” cap uc 
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die m God And m this death we become the hidden children of 
God, and find a new life within us ” ^ 

Though 1,|ie outer career of the great mystic, then, be one of 
superhuman mdustry, a long fight with evil and adversity, his 
real and inner life dwells securely upon the heights , in the perfect 
fruition which he can only suggest to us by the paijg^xical 
S 3 mibol^ of ignorance and emptmess. He dominates ex^TJsncc 
because he thus transcends it is a son of God, a member of the 
eternal order, shares its substantial life. "Tranquilhty according 
to His essence, activity accordmg to His Nature absolute repose, 
absolute fecundity” this, says Ruysbroeck again, is the twofold 
property of Godhead and the secret child of the Absolute partici- 
pates in this dual character of Reahty — "for this dignity has man 
been made 

Those two aspects of truth which he has so clumsily classified 
as static and dynamic, as Bemg and Becommg, now find their 
final reconciliation withm his own nature for that nature has 
become conscious m all its parts, has unified itself about its highest 
elements. That strange, tormentmg vision of a perfect peace, a 
joyous self-loss, aimihilation in some mighty Life that overpassed 
his own, which haunts man throughout the whole course of his 
history, and finds a more or less "distorted expression m all his 
creeds, a justification m all his ecstasies, is now traced to its source 
and found to be the inevitable expression of an mstmet by which 
he recognized, though he could not attam, the noblest part of his 
inheritance. This recognition of his has of necessity been imperfect 
and oblique It has taken in many temperaments an exaggerated 
form, and has been further disgmsed by the symbohe language 
used to describe it The tendency of Indian mysticism to regard 
the Unitive Life wholly in its passive aspect, as a total self-anni- 
hilation, a disappearance into the substance of the Godhead, 
results, I beheve, from such a distortion of truth. The Oriental 
mystic "presses on to lose his life upon the heights” , but he does 
not come back and brmg to his fellow-men the life-givmg news 
that he has transcended mortality m the interests of the race 
The temperamental bias of Western mystics towards activity 
has saved them as a rule from such one-sided achievement as this, 
and hence it is m them that the Unitive Life, with its" dual 
character of activity and rest,” has assumed its richest and 
noblest forms. 

Of these Western mystics none has expressed more lucidly or 
splendidly than Ruysbroeck the double nature of mem’s reaction 
to Reality. It is the heart of his vision of truth. In all his books he 
returns to it again and again speaking, as none famihar with his 

‘ op cil , cap viii and ix (condensed). ’ Vide supra, p J5 
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vmtings can doubt, the ardent, joyous, vital language of first- 
hand expenenre, not the platitudes of philosophy He might say 
with Dante, his forerunner mto the Empyrean — 

"La forma universal di questo nodo 

credo ch' lo vidi, perchfi piii di largo 
dicendo questo. mi sento ch’ lo godo 

It is then from Riiysbroeck that I shall make my quotations, 
and if they be found somewhat long and difficult of comprehension, 
their unique importance for the study of man’s spiritual abilities 
must be my excuse 

First, his vision of God — 

“The Divine Persons,” he says, "Who form one sole God, are 
in the fecundity of their nature ever active and m the simplicity 
of their essence they form the Godhead and eternal blessedness. 
Thus God according to the Persons is Eternal W ork but according 
to the essence and Its perpetual stillness, He is Eternal Rest Now 
love and fruition live between this activity and this rest Love 
would ever be active for its nature is eternal working with God. 
Fruition is ever at rest, for it consists above all will and aU desire, 
in the embrace of the weU-belovpd by the well-beloved in a simple 
and imageless love, wherein the Father, together with the Son, 
enfolds His beloved ones m the fruitive unity of His Spint, above 
the fecundity of nature And that same Father says to each soul 
in His infinite loving kindness, 'Thou art Mine and I am thine I 
am thine and thou art Mine, for I have chosen thee from aU 
eternity.' ”* 

Next the vision of the self’s destiny "Our activity consists in 
loving God and our fruition in enduring God and being pene- 
trated by His love There is a distinction between love and fruition, 
as there is between God and His Grace When we unite ourselves 
to God by love, then we are spirit but when we are caught up 
and transformed by His Spirit, then we are led mto fruition. And 
the spint of God Himself breathes us out from Himself that we 
may love, and may do good works, and again He draws us into 
Himself, that we may rest in fruition And this is Eternal Life, 
even as our mortal hfe subsists in the indrawing and outgoing of 
our breath.”! 

“Understand,” he says agam, "God comes to us incessantly, 
both with means and without means; and He demands of us both 
action and fruition, in such a way that the action never hinders 
the fruition, nor the fruition the action, but they strengthen one 

’ Par xxiau gi ‘I believe that I beheld the universal form of this knot 
because in saying this I feci my joy increased " 

* “De Septem Gradibus Amoris." cap xiv. 
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another And this is why the intenor man [t e , the contemplative] 
lives his life according to these two ways , that is to say, in rest and m 
work And m each of them he is wholly and undividedly, for he 
dwells wholly in God in virtue of his restful fruition and wholly in 
himself m virtue of his active love And God, m His communica- 
tions, perpetually calls and urges him to renew both this rest and 
this work And because the soul is just, it desires to pay at every 
instant that which God demands of it, and this is why each time 
it IS irradiated of Him, the soul turns inward m a manner that is 
both active and fruitive, and thus it is renewed in all virtues and 
ever more profoundly immersed m fruitive rest . It is active in 
all loving work, for it sees its rest It is a pilgrim, for it sees its 
country For love’s sake it strives for victory, for it sees its crown 
Consolation, peace, ]oy, beauty and riches, all that can give 
delight, all this is shown to the mind illuminated in God, in spintual 
similitudes and without measure. And through this vision and 
touch of God, love continues active. For such a just man has built 
up in his own soul, m rest and in work, a veritable hfe which shall 
endure for ever , but which shall be transformed after this present 
hfe to a state still more sublime. Thus this man is just, and he 
goes towards God by inward love, ;n eternal work, and he goes m 
God by his fruitive inclination in eternal rest And he dwells in 
God, and yet he goes out towards all creatures, m a spirit of love 
towards all things, m virtue and in works of righteousness A nd 
this ts the supreme summit of the inner hfe 
Compare this description with the careers of the theopalhetic 
mystics, in whom, indeed, “action has not injured fruition, nor 
fruition action,” who have by some secret adjustment contrived 
to "possess their lives in rest and in work” without detriment to 
inward joy or outward industry. Bear in mind as you read these 
words — Ruysbroeck’s supreme effort to tell the true relation 
between man’s created spirit and his God — the great public 
ministry of St Catherine of Siena, which ranged from the tending 
of the plague-stricken to the reforming of the Papacy, and was 
accompanied by the inward fruitive consciousness of the com- 
panionship of Christ Remember the humbler but not less beautiful 
and significant achievement of her Genoese namesake the strenu- 
ous lives of St Francis of Assisi, St Ignatiu‘', St. Teresa, outwardly 
cumbered with much serving, observant of an infinitude of tire- 
some details, composing rules, setting up foundations, neglecting 
no aspect of their business which could conduce to its> practical 
success, yet “altogether dwelling m God m restful fruition ” Aic 
not all these supreme examples of the state in which the self, at 
last fuUy conscious, knowing Reality because she is wholly real, 
* Ruysbroeck, “De Ornatu Spintalium Nupliariim," 1 . 11 cap Ixv 
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pays her debt ? Unable to rest entirely either in work or in fruition, 
she seizes on this twofold expression of the superabundant life 
by which she is possessed, and, on the double wings pf eagerness 
and effort, takes flight towards her Home. 

In dwelling, as we have done, on the ways in which the great 
mystic makes actual to himself the circumstances of the Unitive 
State, we must not forget that this state is, m essence, a fvlfilment 
of love, the attainment of a “heart’s desire ” By this attainment, 
this hfting of the seif to free umon with the Real — as by the earthly 
marriage which dimly prefigures it — a new life is entered upon, 
new powers, new responsibilities are conferred But this is not all 
The three prime activities of the normal self, feehng, intellect, and 
win, though they seem to be fused, are reaUy carried up to a 
higher term. They are unified, it is true, but stiU present in their 
integrity; and each demands and receives full satisfaction in the 
attainment of this final "honour for which man has been made.” 
The inteUect is immersed in that mighty vision of tnith, known 
now not as a vision but as a home, where St Paul saw thmgs 
which might not be uttered, St Teresa found the “perpetual 
companionship of the Blessed Trinity,” and Dante, caught to its 
heart for one bnef moment, his mind smitten by the blinding 
flash of the Uncreated Light, knew that he had resolved Reahty’s 
last paradox the unity of "cerchio" and "imago” — the infinite 
and personal aspects of God ^ The enhanced wiU, made over to 
the interests of the Transcendent, receives new worlds to conquer, 
new strength to match its exalted destiny But the heart too here 
enters on a new order, begins to live upon high levels of ]oy "This 
soul, says Love, swims m the sea of ]oy that is, in the sea of delight, 
the stream of divine influences 

"Amans volat, curnt et laetatur liber est et non tenetur,"i said 
aKempis • classic words, which put before us once and for ever the 
inward joyousness and liberty of the saints They “fly, run, and 
rejoice” — ^those great, laborious souls, often spent with amazing 
mortifications, vowed to hard and never-ending tasks They are 
“free, and nothing can hold them,” though they seem to the 
world fenced m by absurd renunciations and restnctions, deprived 
of that cheap licence which it knows as liberty 

That fruition of ]oy of which Ruysbroeck speaks in majestic 
phrases, as constituting the interior life of mystic souls immersed 
in the Absolute — ^the translation of the Beatific Vision into 
the terms of a supernal feehng-state — is often reahzed in the 
secret experience of those same mystics, as the perennial possession 
of a childlike gaiety, an inextinguishable gladness of heart. The 

» Par xxxiu 137 » “The Mirror of Simple Souls," f. 161. 

3 “De Imitatione Chrisli,” 1 ui cap v 
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transfigured souls move to the measures of a “love dance” which 
persists m mirth without comparison, through every outward 
hardship anjd tribulation They enjoy the high spints peculiar to 
high spiiituahty and shock the world by a delicate playfulness, 
instead of exhibiting the morose resignation which it feels to be 
proper to the "spiritual life ” Thus St Catherine of Siena, though 
constanSly suffering, "was always jocund and of a happy spirit ” 
When prostrate with illness she overflowed with gaiety and glad- 
ness, and "was full of laughter in the Lord, exultant and rejoicing 
Moreover, the most clear-sighted amongst the mystics declare 
such joy to be an implicit of Reality Thus Dante, initiated into 
Paradise, sees the whole Universe laugh with delight as it glorifies 
God 2 and the awful countenance of Perfect Love adorned with 
smiles 3 Thus the souls of the great theologians dance to music 
and laughter m the Heaven of the Sun, 4 the loving seraphs, in 
their ecstatic joy, whirl about the Being of God 5 “0 luce dema 
che amt ed arndi," exclaims the pilgrim, as the Divine Essence 
IS at last revealed to him,* and he perceives love and joy as the 
final attributes of the Triune God Thus Beatrice with "sxm 
occln ridenti”~&o different from the world's idea of a suitable 
demeanour for the soul’s supreme instructress — ^laughs as she 
mounts with him the ladder to tihe stars So, if the deified soul 
has indeed run ahead of humanity and "according to his fruition 
dwells 111 heaven,” he too, like Francis, will run, rejoice and make 
merry join the eager dance of the Universe about the One “If,” 
says Patmore, "we may credit certain hints contained 111 the lives 
of the saints, love raises the spirit above the sphere of reverence 
and worship into one of laughter and dalliance a sphere in which 
the soul says — 

" 'Shall I, a gnat which dances m Thy ray. 

Dare to be reverent’’ 

Richard Rolle has expressed this exultant "spirit of dalliance” 
with peculiar insight and delicacy "Among the delights which 
he tastes m so sweet love burning,” he says of the true lover who 
“in the bond of the lovers’ will stably is confirmed,” "a heavenly 
privity inshed he feels, that no man can know but he that has 
received it, and in himself bears the electuary that anoints and 
makes happy all joyful lovers in Jesu; so that they cease not to 
hie m heavenly seats to sit, endlessly their Maker to enjoy Hereto 
truly they yearn in heavenly sights abiding, and inwardly set 

• Contestatio Fr Thomae Cailariiia, Processus, col 1258 (E Gardner, “St 
Catherine of Siena,” p 48) • Par xxvii 4 3 Ibid , xx 13 

t litd , X 76 1 18 5 , xxviii 100 •> Ibtd.xxxm 124-26 

7 Coventry Patmore, “The Rod, the Root, and the Flower,” “Aurea Dicta," 
xxxix 
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afire, all their inward parts are glad with pleasant shining in light. 
And themselves they feel gladdened with merriest love, and m 
joyful song wonderfully melted But this grace generally and 
to all IS not given, but to the holy soul imbued with the holiest 
is taught, in whom the excellence of love shines, and songs of 
lovely loving, Chnst inspiring, commonly burst up, and being made 
as it were a pipe of love, in sight of God more goodly thgn can be 
said, ]oying sounds The which (soul) the mystery of love knowing, 
with great cry to its Love ascends, in wit sharpest, and in know- 
ledge and in feehng subtle, not spread in things of this world but 
into God all gathered and set, that in cleanness of conscience 
and shining of soul to Him it may serve Whom it has purposed to 
love, and itself to Him to give Surely the clearer the love of the 
lover IS, the nearer to him and the more present God is And 
thereby more clearly in God he joys, and of the sweet Goodness 
the more he feels, that to lovers is wont Itself to inshed, and to 
mirth without companson the hearts of the meek to turn 

The state of burning love, said Rolle, than which he could 
conceive no closer reaction to Reality, was the state of Sweetness 
and Song the welling up of glad music in the simple soul, man’s 
natural expression of a joy which overpasses the descnptive powers 
of our untuneful speech In tlie gay rhythms of that primordial 
art he may say something of the secret which the more decorous 
periods of religion and philosophy will never let him tell some- 
thing, too, which in its very childishness, its freedom from the 
taint of solemnity and self-importance, expresses the quality of 
that inward hfe, that perpetual youth, which the "secret child” 
of the Transcendent Order enjoys "As it were a pipe of love” in 
the sight of God he "joying sounds ” The music of the spheres is 
all about him he is a part of the great melody of the Divine. , 
"Sweetest forsooth,” says Rolle again, "is the rest which the 
spint takes whilst sweet goodly sound comes down, in which it is 
dehghted and in most sweet song and playful the mind is ravished, 
to sing hkmgs of love everlasting ”* 

When we come to look at the lives of the mystics, we find it 
literally true that such "songs of lovely loving commonly burst 
up” whenever we can catch them unawares , see behind the formid- 
able and heroic activities of reformer, teacher, or leader of men, 
the vie tnhtne which is lived at the hearth of Love "What are the 
servants of the Lord but His minstrels’” said St Francis, 3 who 
saw nothing inconsistent between the Celestial Melodies and the 
Stigmata of Christ Moreover the songs of such troubadours, as 

' Richard Rolle, “The Fire ol Love,” bk ii cap vii 

* Op cit , bk 1 cap XI 

3 “Specuium Perfectionis," cap c (Steele’s translation) 
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the hermit of Hampole learned m his wilderness, are not only 
sweet but playful DweUing always in a hght of which we hardly 
dare to think, save in the extreme terms of reverence and awe, 
they arc not afraid with any amazement they are at home 

The whole life of St Francis of Assisi, that spirit transfigured in 
God, who "loved above all other birds a certain little bird which 
IS called the lark,”' was one long march to music through the 
world "fo sing seemed to him a primary spiritual function he 
taught his fnars m their preaching to urge all men to this - It 
appeared to him appropriate andjust to use the romantic language 
of the troubadours 111 praise of the perfect Love which had 
marked him as Its own “Drunken with the love and compassion 
of Christ, blessed Francis on a time did things such as these. For 
the most sweet melody of spirit boihng up within him, frequently 
broke out m French speech, and the veins of murmuring which he 
heard secretly with his ears broke forth mto French-hke rejoicing 
And sometimes he picked up a branch from the earth, and laying 
it on his left arm, he drew in his right hand another stick like a 
bow over it, as if on a viol or other instrument, and, making fitting 
gestures, sang with it in French unto the Lord Jesus Christ ”3 

Many a time has the romantic quahty of the Unitive Life — its 
gaiety, freedom, assurance, and joy — ^broken out in “French-like 
rejoicings” , which have a tembly fnvolous sound for worldly ears, 
and seem the more preposterous as coming from people whose 
outward circumstances are of the most uncomfortable kind 
St John of the Cross wrote love songs to his Love St Rose of 
Lima sang duets with the birds St Teresa, m the austere and 
poverty-stncken seclusion of her first foundation, did not disdain 
to make rustic hymns and carols for her daughters’ use in the 
dialect of Old Castile Like St Francis, she had a horror of solem- 
nity It was only fit for hjqiocntes, thought these rejuvenators of 
the Church The hard life of prayer and penance on Mount Carmel 
was undertaken in a j'oyous spint to the sound of many songs Its 
great Reformer was quick to snub the too-spintual sister who 
"thought it better to contemplate than to sing” and was herself 
heard, as she swept the convent corridor, to sing a little ditty 
about the most exalted of her own mystical experiences that 
ineffable transverberation, in which the fiery arrow of the seraph 
pierced her heart 4 

But the most lovely and real, most human and near to us, of 
all these descriptions of the celestial exhilaration which mystic 
surrender bnngs in its tram, is the artless, unintentional self- 


' “Speculum," cap cxiu • Ibxd , cap c 

Ihtd , cap xciii , also Thomas of Celano, Vita Secunda, cap xc 
4 C/ G Cunmnghame Graham, “Santa Teresa," vol 1 pp 180,300,304 



THE UNITIVE LIFE 


441 

revelation of St Catherine of Genoa, whose inner and outer lives in 
their balanced wholeness provide us with one of our best standards 
by which to judge the right proportions of the Mystic Way. 
Here the whole essence of the Unitive Life is summed up and pre- 
, sented to us by one who Jived it upon heroic levels and who was, 
in fruition and activity, in rest and in work, not only a great active 
' and a great ecstatic, liut one of the deepest gazers into the ^ecrets 
of Eternal Love that the history of Chnstian mysticism contains. 
Yet perhaps there is no passage in the works of these same mystics 
which comes to so unexpected, so startling a conclusion as this; 
in which St. Catherine, with a fearless simplicity, shows to her 
feUow-men the nature of the path that she has trodden and the 
place that she has reached 

"When," she says, in one of her reported dialogues — and though 
the tone be impersonal it is clearly personal expenence which 
speaks — "the loving kindness of God calls a soul from the world. 
He finds it fuU of vices and sins, and first He gives it an instinct 
for virtue, and then urges it to perfection, and then by infused 
grace leads it to true self-naughtmg, and at last to true transforma- 
tion. And this noteworthy order serves God to lead the soul along 
the Way but when the soul is naughted and transformed, then 
of herself she neither works nor speaks nor wills, nor feels nor hears 
nor understands, neither has she of herself the feehng of outward 
or inward, where she may move And in all things it is God Who 
rules and guides her, without the mediation of any creature And 
the state of this soul is then a feehng of such utter peace and 
tranquillity that it seems to her that her heart, and her bodily 
being, and aU both within and without is immersed m an ocean of 
utmost peace, from when she shall never come forth for anything 
that can befall her in this life And she stays immovable, imper- 
turbable, impassible So much so, that it seems to her in her human 
and her spiritual nature, both within and without, she can feel 
no other thing than sweetest peace And she is so full of peace that 
though she press her flesh, her nerves, her bones, no other thing 
comes forth from them than peace. Then says she all day for ]oy 
such rhymes as these, making them according to her manner — 

" ‘Vuoi tu che tu mostr’io 
Presto che cosa 6 Dio ’ 

Pace non trova chi da lui si parti6 ’ 

> “Dost thou wish that I should show 
All God's Being thou mays! know’ 

Peace is not found of those who do not with Him go " 

(Vita e Dottnna, cap xviii ) 

Here, in spite of the many revisions to which the Vita has been subjected, I 
cannot but see an authentic report of St Catherine's mner mmd, highly charac- 
teristic of the personality which “came joyous and rosy-faced" from its ecstatic 
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“Then says she all day for ]oy such rhymes as these’’ — nursery 
rhymes, one might almost call them so infantile, so naive is their 
rhythm \yho would have suspected this to be the secret manner 
of communion between the exalted soul of Cathenne and her Love ? 
How many of those who actually saw that great and able woman 
labouring m the administration of her hospital — ^who heard that 
profoiyid and instinctive Christian Platonist instnictmg her 
disciples, and declaring the law of universal and heroic love — ^how 
many of these divined that “questa santa benedetta” who seemed 
to them already something more than earthly, a matter of solemn 
congratulation and reverential approach, went about her work 
with a heart engaged in no lofty speculations on Eternity, no 
outpourings of mystic passion for the Absolute, but “saying all 
day for joy,” in a spirit of childlike happiness, gay and foolish 
little songs about her Love? 

Standing at the highest point of the mystic ladder which can 
be reached by human spirits in this world of time and space, 
looking back upon the course of that slow intenor alchemy, that 
“noteworthy order” of orgamc transformation, by which her 
selfhood had been purged of imperfection, raised to higher levels, 
compelled at last to surrender itself to the all-embracing, all- 
demanding life of the Real; this is St Cathenne’s deliberate 
judgment on the relative and absolute aspects of the mystic life 
The “noteworthy order” which we have patiently followed, the 
psychic growth and rearrangement of character, the visions and 
ecstasies, the joyous illumination and bitter pain — these but 
"served to lead the soul along the way ” In the mighty transvalua- 
tion of values which takes place when that way has at last been 
trod, these “abnormal events” sink to insignificance For us, look- 
ing out wistfully along the pathway to reality, they stand out, it 
IS true, as supreme landmarks, by which we may trace the home- 
ward course of pilgnm man Their importance cannot be overrated 
for those who would study the way to that world from this But 
the mystic, safe m that silence where lovers lose themselves, 
“his cheek on Him Who for his coming came,” remembers them 
no more In the midst of his active work, his incessant spiritual 
creation, joy and peace enfold him He needs no stretched and 
sharpened intuition now for he dwells in that “most perfect form 
of contemplation” which “consists in simple and perceived con- 
tact of the substance of the soul with that of the divine 

encounters with Love The very unexpectedness of its conclusion, so unlike the 
expressions supposed to be proper to the saints, is a guarantee of its authcnticilv 
On the text of the "Vita" see Von Hilgel, “The Mystical Element of Religion, 
vol 1 . Appendix „ 

• Coventry Patmore, “The Rod, Uie Root, and the Flower,” “Magna Muralia, 
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The wheel of life has made its circle Here, at the last point of 
its revolution, the extremes of subhmity and simplicity are seen 
to meet. It has swept the soul of the mystic through, periods ot 
alternate stress and glory, tending ever to greater transcendence, 
greater freedom, closer contact with "the Suppher of true life '' 
He emerges from that long and wondrous journey to find himself, 
in rest and in work, a little child upon the bosom of the father 
In that most dear relation all feehng, wiU, and thought attain their 
end. Here aU the teasing complications of our separated selfhood 
are transcended. Hence the eager striving, the sharp vision, are 
not wanted any more. In that mysterious death of selfhood on 
the summits which is the medium of Eternal Life, heights meet 
the deeps supreme achievement and complete humility are one 

In a last brief vision, a ghmpse as overpowenng to our common 
minds as Dante’s final intuition of reality to his exalted and 
courageous soul, we see the triumphing spirit, sent out before us, 
the best that earth can offer, stoop and strip herself of the insignia 
of wisdom and power Achieving the highest, she takes the lowest 
place. Initiated into the atmosphere of Eternity, united with the 
Absolute, possessed at last of the fullness of Its life, the soul, self- 
naughted becomes as a little ch;ld. for of such is the kingdom of 
heaven. 



CONCLUSION 


W F. have traced, as well as our limitations allow us, the 
Mystic Way from its beginning to its end We have seen 
the ever-changing, ever-growing human spirit emerge 
from the cave of illusion, enter into consciousness of the trans- 
cendental world the "pilgrim set towards J erusalem' ' pass through 
Its gates and attain his home in the bosom of Reality For him, as 
we have learned from his words and actions, this journey and this 
End are all their overwhelmmg importance and significance 
swallow up, of necessity, every other aspect of life Now, at the 
end of our inquiry, we are face to face with the question — ^What 
do these things mean for us , for ordinary unmystical men ? i^Tiat 
are their links with that concrete world of appearance m which 
we are held fast with that mysterious, ever-changing life which we 
are forced to lead‘d What do these great and strange adventures 
of the spirit tell us as to the goal of that lesser adventure of life 
on which we are set as to our significance, our chances of freedom, 
our relation with the Absolute? Do they merely represent the 
eccentric performances of a rare psychic type? Are the matchless 
declarations of the contemplatives only the fruits of unbridled 
imaginative genius, as unrelated to reality as music to the fluctua- 
tions of the Stock Exchange? Or are they the supreme manifesta- 
tion of a power which is inherent in our life reports of observations 
made upon an actual plane of being, which transcends and domin- 
ates our normal world of sense? The question is vital for unless 
the history of the mystics can touch and light up some part of this 
normal experience, take its place m the general history of man, 
contribute something towards our understanding of his nature 
and destiny, its interest for us can never be more than remote, 
academic, and unreal 

Far from being academic or unreal, that history, I think, is 
vital for the deeper understanding of the history of humanity 
It shows us, upon high levels, the psychological process to which 
every self which desires to rise to the perception of Reality must 
submit the formula under which man’s spiritual consciousness, 
be it strong or weak, must necessarily unfold In the great mystics 
we see the highest and widest development of that consciousness 
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to which the human race has yet attained We see its growth 
exhibited to us on a grand scale, perceptible of all men the stages 
of its slow transcendence of the sense-world marked Ijy episodes 
of splendour and of terror which are hard for common men to 
accept or understand as a part of the organic process of life 
But the germ of that same transcendent life, the spnng of the 
amazing energy which enables the great mystic to rise to 
freedom and dominate his world, is latent in all of us, an 
integral part of our humanity Where the mystic has a genius 
for the Absolute, we have each a little buried talent, some 
greater, some less, and the growth of this talent, this spark of 
the soul, once we permit its emergence, wiU conform in little, 
and accordmg to its measure, to those laws of organic growth, 
those inexorable conditions of transcendence which we found to 
govern the Mystic Way. 

Every person, then, who awakens to consciousness of a Reality 
which transcends the normal world of sense — ^however small, weak, 
imperfect that consciousness may be — is put upon a road which 
follows at low levels the path which the mystic treads at high 
levels. The success with which he follows this way to freedom and 
fun life will depend on the intensity of his love and will , his capacity 
for self-discipline, his steadfastness and courage It will depend 
on the generosity and completeness of his outgoing passion for 
absolute beauty, absolute goodness, or absolute truth. But if 
he move at all, he will move through a series of states which 
are, in their own small way, analogous to those experienced 
by the greatest contemplative on his ]ourney towards that 
union with God which is the term of the spint's ascent towards 
its home. 

As the embryo of physical man, be he saint or savage, passes 
through the same stages of initial growth, so too with spintual 
man. When the "new birth” takes place m him, the new life-process 
of his deeper self begins, the normal individual, no less than the 
mystic, wiU know that spiral ascent towards higher levels, those 
osciUahons of consciousness between light and darkness, those 
odd mental disturbances, abrupt invasions from the subliminal 
region, and disconcerting glimpses of truth, which accompany the 
growth of the transcendental powers, though he may well inter- 
pret them in other than the mystic sense He too wiU be impelled 
to drastic self-discipline, to a deliberate purging of his eyes that 
he may see . and, receiving a new vision of the world, wiU be spurred 
by it to a total self-dedication, an active surrender of his whole 
being, to that aspect of the Infinite which he has perceived. He 
too endure m little the psychic upheavals of the spintual 
adolescence, will be forced to those sacrifices which every form of 
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genius demands. He will know according to his measure the 
dreadful moments of lucid self-knowledge, the counter-balancing 
ecstasy of ^n intuition of the Real More and more, as we study 
and collate all the available evidence, this fact — ^this law — ^is 
borne in on us that the general movement of human consciousness, 
when it obeys its innate tendency to transcendence, is always the 
same is only one road from Appearance to Reality "Men 

pass on, but the States are permanent for ever *’ 

I do not care whether the consciousness be that of artist or 
musician, stnving to catch and fix some aspect of the heavenly 
light or music, and denying all other aspects of the world in order 
to devote themselves to this or of the humble servant of Science, 
purging his intellect that he may look upon her secrets with 
innocence of eye whether the higher reality be perceived in the 
terms of rehgion, beauty, suffering, of human love, of goodness, 
or of truth. However widely these forms of transcendence may 
seem to differ, the mystic experience is the key to them all All 
in their different ways are exhibitions here and now of the Eternal, 
extensions of man’s consciousness which involve calls to heroic 
endeavour, incentives to the remaking of character about new 
and higher centres of life Through each, man may rise to freedom 
and take his place in the great movement of the universe may 
"understand by dancing that which is done.” Each brings the 
self who receives its revelation in good faith, does not check it 
by self-regarding limitations, to a humble acceptance of the 
universal law of knowledge the law that "we behold that which 
we are,” and hence that "only the Real can know Reality " 
Awakening, Disciphne, Enhghtenment, Self-surrender, and Union, 
are the essential phases of life’s response to this fundamental fact 
the conditions of our attainment of Being, the necessary formula 
under which alone our consciousness of einy of these fringes of 
Eternity — any of these aspects of the Transcendent— can unfold, 
develop, attain to freedom and full life 
We are, then, one and all the kindred of the mystics, and it is 
by dwelling upon this kinship, by mterpreting — so far as we may— 
their great declarations in the light of our little experience, that 
we shall learn to understand them best Strange and far away 
though they seem, they are not cut oft from us by some impassable 
abyss They belong to us They are our brethren , the giants, the 
heroes of our race As the achievement of gemus belongs not to 
Itself only, but also to the society that brought it forth , as theolo,gy 
declares that the merits of the saints avail for all, so, because of 
the solidarity of the human family, the supernal accomplishment 
of the mystics is ours also. Their attainment is the earnest-money 
of our eternal life. 
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To be a mystic is simply to partiapate here and now m that 
real and eternal life ; m the fullest, deepest sense which is possible 
to man. It is to share, as a free and conscious agent — ^not, a servant, 
but a son — the ]oyous travail of the Universe its mighty onward 
sweep through pain and glory towards its home in God This 
gift of “sonship,” this power of free co-operation m the world- 
process, IS man’s greatest honour The ordered sequence of states, 
the organic development, whereby his consciousness is detached 
from illusion and rises to the mystic freedom which conditions, 
instead of bemg conditioned by, its normal world, is the way he 
must tread if that sonship is to be realized Only by this deliberate 
fostermg of his deeper self, this transmutation of the elements of 
his character, can he reach those levels of consciousness upon 
which he hears, and responds to, the measure "whereto the worlds 
keep time” on their great pilgnmage towards the Father’s heart. 
The mystic act of union, that joyous loss of the transfigured 
self in God, which is the crown of man’s conscious ascent towards 
the Absolute, is the contnbution of the mdividual to this, the 
destiny of the Cosmos. 

The mystic knows that destiny. It is laid bare to his lucid 
vision, as our puzzhng world of form and colour is to normal sight 
He is the "hidden cMd” of the eternal order, an initiate of the 
secret plan Hence, whilst "all creation groaneth and travaileth,” 
slowly movmg under the spur of blmd desire towards that con- 
summation in which alone it can have rest, he runs eagerly along 
the pathway to reality. He is the pioneer of Life on its age-long 
voyage to the One and shows us, in his attamment, the meaning 
and value of that life. 

This meaning, this secret plan of Creation, flames out, had we 
eyes to see, from every department of existence. Its exultant 
declarations come to us m all great music, its mage is the life 
of all romance Its law — the law of love — ^is the substance of the 
beautiful, the energzmg cause of the herois. It lights the altar of 
every creed. All man’s dreams and diagrams concerning a trans- 
cendent Perfection near him yet mtangble, a transcendent vitality 
to which fie can attam — ^wfiether fie call these objects of desire, 
God, grace, bemg, spirit, beauty, "pure idea” — are but transla- 
tions of his deeper sdf’s mtuition of its destmy, clumsy fragmen- 
tary hmts at the all-mclusive, livmg Absolute which that deeper 
self knows to be real. This supernal Thmg, the adorable Substance 
of all that Is — ^the synthesis of Wisdom, Power, and Love — 
and man’s apprehension of it, bis slow remakmg in its mterests, his 
umon with it at last; this is the theme of mysticism. That two- 
fold extension of consciousness which allows hun communion 
jwith its transcendent and immanent aspects is, in all its gradual 
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processes, the Mystic Way. It is also the crown of human 
evolution, the fulfilment of life, the liberation of personality 
from the world of appearance, its entrance mto the free, creative 
life of the Real 

Further, Christians may well remark that the psychology of 
Christ, as presented to us m the Gospels, is of a piece vith that 
of themmystics In its pain and splendour, its dual character of 
action and fruition, it reflects their experience upon the supernal 
plane of more abundant life. Thanks to this fact, for them the 
Ladder of Contemplation — that ladder which mediaeval thought 
counted as an instrument of the Passion, discerning it as essential 
to the true salvation of man — stretches without a break from earth 
to the Empyrean It leans agamst the Cross, it leads to the Sccict 
Rose By it the mmisters of Goodness, Truth, and Beauty go up 
and down between the transcendent and the apparent woild 
Seen, then, from whatever standpoint vi'e may choose to adopt — 
whether of psychology, philosophy, or religion — ^the adventure of 
the great mystics mtimately concerns us It is a master-key to 
man’s puzzle by its help he may explain much in his mental make- 
up, m his religious constructions, m his experience of life In all 
these departments he perceives !^amself to be climbing slowly and 
clumsily upward toward some attamment yet unseen The mystics, 
expert mountameers, go before him and show him, if he cares to 
learn, the way to freedom, to reality, to peace. He cannot use m 
this, his earthly existence, to the awful and solitary peak, veiled 
in the Cloud of Unknowing, where they meet that "death of the 
summit,” which is declared by them to be the gate of Perfect Life 
but if he choose to profit by their explorations, he may find 
his level, his place withm the Eternal Order He may achieic 
freedom, live the "independent spintual life.” 

Consider once more the Mystic Way as we have traced it from 
its beginning To what does it tend if not to this ^ 

It began by the awakenmg within the self of a new and em- 
bryonic consciousness a consciousness of divine reality, as 
opposed to the illusory sense-world m which she was immersed 
Humbled, awed by the august possibilities then revealed to her, 
that self retreated into the “cell of self-knowledge” and theic 
laboured to adjust herself to the Eternal Order which she had 
perceived, stripped herself of all that opposed it, disciplmed her 
energies, punfied the organs of sense Remade in accordance with 
her mtmtions of reality, the "eternal hearmg and seeing were 
revealed m her.” She opened her eyes upon a world still natural, 
but no longer illusory, since it was perceived to be illuminated bv 
the Uncreated Light She knew then the beauty, the majesty, the 
divinity of the living World of Becommg which holds m its meshes 
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every living thing. She had transcended the narrow rhythm by 
which common men perceive but one of its many aspects, escaped 
the machme-made universe presented by the cmeniatograph of 
sense, and participated m the "great life of the All ” Reahty came 
forth to her, since her eyes were cleansed to see It, not from some 
strange far-off and spiritual country, but gently, from the very 
heart of thmgs Thus lifted to a new level, she began agam her 
ceaseless work of growth" and because by the cleansmg of the 
senses she had learned to see the reahty which is shadowed by 
the sense-world, she now, by the cleansmg of her wiU, sought to 
draw nearer to that Eternal Wdl, that Bemg, which life, the World 
of Becommg, manifests and serves Thus, by the surrender of her 
selfhood in its wholeness, the perfecting of her love, she shd from 
Becoming to Bemg, and found her true life hidden m God 

Yet the course of this transcendence, this amazmg inward 
journey, was closely Imked, first and last, with the processes of 
human life. It sprang from that life, as man springs from the sod. 
We were even able to describe it under those s3mibolic formulje 
which we are accustomed to call the “laws” of the natural world. 
By an extension of these formulae, their logical application, we 
d^covered a path which led us.without a break from the sensible 
to the supra-sensible; from apparent to absolute life. There is 
nothing unnatural about the Absolute of the mystics* He sets the 
rh3d;hm of His own universe, and conforms to the harmonies 
which He has made. We, dehberately seekmg for that which we 
suppose to be spiritual, too often overlook that which alone is 
Real. The true mysteries of life accomplish themselves so softly, 
with so easy and assured a grace, so frank an acceptance of our 
breeding, striving, d3ang, and unrestmg world, that the unimagma- 
tive natural man — all agog for the marvellous — ^is hardly startled 
by their daily and radiant revelation of mfinite wisdom and love 
Yet this revelation presses mcessantly upon us. Only the hard 
crust of surface-consciousness conceals it from our normal sight. 
In some least expected moment, the common activities of hfe m 
progress, that Reahty m Whom the mystics dwell slips through 
our closed doors, and suddenly we see It at our side. 

It was said of the disciples at Emmaus, “Mensam igitur ponunt, 
panes cibosque offerunt, et Deum, quern m Scnpturae sacrae 
expositione non cognoverant, m panis fractione cognoscunt " 
So too for us the Transcendent Life for which we crave is revealed, 
and our hving withm it, not on some remote and and plane of 
being, in the cimning explanations of philosophy , but m the normal 
acts of our diurnal experience, suddenly made significant for us. 
Not in the backwaters of existence, not amongst subtle arguments 
and occult doctnnes, but m all those places where the direct 
GG 
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and simple life of earth goes on. It is found m the soul of man 
so long as that soul is alive and growmg it is not found m any 
sterile placet 

This fact of experience is our Imk with the mystics, our guarantee 
of the truthfulness of their s^tafSnents, the supreme importance of 
their adventure, their closer contact with Reality The mystics 
on their- part are our guarantee of the end towards which the 
Immanent Love, the hidden steersman which dwells m our midst, 
is moving our “lovely forerunners’* on the path towards the Real 
They come back to us from an encounter with life’s most august 
secret, as Mary came rurmmg from the tomb , filled with amazing 
tidmgs which they can hardly tell We, longmg for some assurance, 
and seeing their radiant faces, urge them to pass on their revela- 
tion if they can It is the old demand of the dim-sighted and 
mcredulous — 


“Die nobis Mana 
Quid vidisti in via’” 

But they cannot say can only report fragments of the symbolic 
vision — 

"Angehcos testes, sudanum, et vestes” — 


not the mner content, the final divine certamty. We must ourselves 
follow m their footsteps if we would have that 

Like the story of the Cross, so too the story of man’s spirit ends 
in a garden m a place of birth and frmtfulness, of beautiful and 
natural things. Divme Fecundity is its secret existence, not foi 
its oivn sake, but for the sake oL a mor^ abundant life It ends with 
the commg forth of divme humanity, never agam to leave us 
livmg in us, and with us, a pilgrim, a worker, a guest at oui 
table, a sharer at all hazards in We The mystics witness to this 
story wakmg very early they have run on before us, urged 
by the greatness of their love. We, mcapable as yet of this 
sublime encounter, lookmg m their magic mirror, listening to 
their stammered tidmgs, may see far off the consummation of 
the race. 

According to the measure of their strength and of their passion, 
these, the true lovers of the Absolute, have conformed here and 
now to the utmost tests of divine sonship, the final demands of life 
They have not shrunk from the sufferings of the cross They have 
faced the darkness of the tomb Beauty and agony alike have called 
them alike have awakened a heroic response For them the winter 
IS over the time of the smgmg of birds is c ome From the deeps 
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jf the dewy garden, Life — ^new, unquenchable, and ever lovely- 
comes to meet them with the dawn 

£t boc Intellegere, quis bominum babit bomini? 

(Slute angelus anqelot 
Glufe anqelus bomini 1 
21 te petatuc, 

3n te quaetatuc, 

2lb te pulaetuc, 

Sic, 0 lc accipietur, 01 c invenietur, 0 ic aperietur. 




APPENDIX 


HISTORICAL SKETCH OF EUROPEAN MYSTICISM FROM 
THE BEGINNING OF THE CHRISTIAN ERA TO THE 
DEATH OF BLAKE 


I F we try to represent the course of Mysticism in Europe during the 
Chnstian period by the common device of a chronological curve, 
diowmg by its rises and falls as it passes across the centuries the 
Absence or preponderance in any given epoch of mystics and mystical 
thought, we shall find that the great periods of mystical activity tend 
^0 correspond with the great periods of artistic, material, and intellectual 
'(^yilization. As a rule, they come immediately after, and seem to 
Jbpmplete such periods those outbursts of vitahty in which man makes 
^esh conquests over his universe apparently producing, as their last 
ntage, a type of heroic character which extends these victones to the 
^iritual sphere When science, pohtics, literature, and the arts — the 
dommation of nature and the ordering of life — have risen to their height 
^d produced their greatest woyks, the mystic comes to the front; 
'itches the torch, and cames it on It is almost as if he were 
bnmamly's finest flower, the product at which each great creative 
|ietiod of the race had aimed 

r, Thus the thirteenth century expressed to perfection the mediaval 
ideal in rehgion, art, philosophy, and pubbc life It built the Gothic 
cathedrals, put the finishing touch to the system of chivalry, and 
nourished the scholastic philosophers It has many saints, but not 
very many mystics, though they increase m number as the century 
^raws on. The fourteenth century is filled by great contemplatives, 
who lifted this wave of activity to spiritual levels, and brought the* 
intellectual vigour, the romance and passion of the mediseval tempera- 
merft, to bear upon the deepest mysteries of the transcendental hfe 
Again, the sixteenth century, that period of abounding vitality which 
Iot no comer of existence unexplored, which produced the Renaissance 
{pd the Humanists and remade the mediaval world, had hardly 
reached its full development before the great procession of the post- 
Renaissance mystics, with St Teresa at their head, began If life, 
then^the great and restless life of the race— be described under the 
Jlite metaphor of a billowy sea, each great wave as it rises from the 
fl^ep bears the mystic type upon its crest 
Our curve will therefore follow close behind that other curve which 


represents the intellectual life of humanity Its course will be studded 
|nd defined for us by the names of the great mystics, the possessors 
bf spiritual genius, the pathfinders to the country of the soul. These 
Stajry names are significant not only in themselves but also as hnks in 
the chain of man’s growmg spintual history. They are not isolated 
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phenomena, but are related to one another. Each receives something 
from his predecessors each by his personal adventures ennches it. 
and hands il^on to the future As we go on, we notice more and more 
this cumulative power of the past Each mystic, original though he 
be, yet owes much to the inherited acqmrement of his spintual ancestors 
These ancestors form his tradition, are the classic examples on which 
his education is based, and from them he takes the language which 
they ha^e sought out and constructed as a means of telling their 
adventures to the world It is by their help too, very often, that he 
elucidates for himself the meaning of the dim perceptions of his amazed 
soul From his own expenences he adds to this store; and hands on an 
enriched tradition of the transcendental life to the next spiritual genius 
evolved by the race Hence the names of the great mystics are con- 
nected by a thread, and it becomes possible to treat them as subjects 
of history rather than of biography 

I have said that this thread forms a curve, following the fluctuations 
of the intellectual life of the race At its highest points, the names of 
the mystics are clustered most thickly, at its descents they become fewer 
and fewer, at the lowest points they die away Between the first 
century A d and the nineteenth, this curve exhibits three great waves 
of mystical activity besides many minor fluctuations They corre- 
spond with the close of the Classical, the Mediieval, and the Renaissance 
penods in history reaching their highest points in the third, fourteenth, 
and seventeenth centuries In one respect, however, the mystic curve 
diverges from the historical one It nses to its highest point in the 
fourteenth century, and does not again approach the level it there 
attains, for the mediaeval period was more favourable to the develop- 
ment of mysticism than any subsequent epoch has been The four- 
teenth century is as much the classic moment for the spiritual history 
of our race as the thirteenth is for the history of Gothic, or the fifteenth 
for that of Italian art 

The names upon our curve, especially during the first ten centuries 
“of the Christian era, are often separated by long periods of time 
This, of course, does not necessarily mean that these centuries pro- 
duced few mystics merely that few documents relating to them^have 
survived We have now no means of knowing, for instance, the amount 
of true mysticism which may have existed amongst the initiates 
of the Greek or Egyptian Mysteries, how many advanced but 
inarticulate contemplatives ther^ were amongst the Alexandrian Neo- 
platonists-, amongst the pre-Chnstian communities of contemplatives 
described by PMo, the deeply mystical Alexandrian Jew (20 sc- 
ad 40), or the innumerable Gnostic sects which replaced in the early 
Christian world the Orphic and Dionysiac mystery-cults of Greece and 
Italy Much real mystical inspiration there must have been, for we 
know that from these centres of life came many of the doctnnes best 
loved by later mystics that the Neoplatonists gave them the concepts 
of Pure Being and the One, that the New Birth and the Spiritual 
Marriage were foreshadowed in the Mysteries, that Philo anticipated 
the theology of the Fourth Gospel 
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As we stand at the beginning of the Chnstian period we see three 
great sources whence its mystical tradition imght have been derived 
These sources are Greek, Oiieiilal, and Christian— j e , primitive 
Apostolic— doctrine or thought As a matter of fact all contributed 
their share but where Chnsbamty gave the new vital impulse to 
^transcendence, Greek and Oriental thought provided the principal 
^ioims m which it was expressed The Chnstian religion, by its very 
'nature, had a profoundly mystical side Puttmg the personahty of its 
'‘Founder outside the limits of the piesent discussion, St. Paul and the 
author of the Fourth Gospel are obvious instances of mystics of the 
.first rank amongst its earliest missionaries Much of the inner history of 
primitive Christianity still remains unknown to us, but in what has 
' been already made out we find numerous, if scattered, indications that 
.the mystic life was indigenous m the Church and the natural mystic 
(had little need to look for inspiration outside the limits of his creed 
Not only the epistles of St Paul and the Johanmne writings, but also 
the earliest hturgic fragments which we possess, and such pnmitive 
‘religious poetry as the "Odes of Solomon’’ and the "Hymn of Jesus," 
show how congenial was mystical expression to the mind of the Church, 
how easily that Church could absorb and transmute the mystic elements 
of Essene, Orphic, and Neoplatonic thought 

Towards the end of the second century this tendency received 
brilliant literaiy expression at the hands of Clement of Alexandria 
(c. 160-220) — who first adapted £he language of the pagan Mysteries to 
the Chnstian theory of the spintual life — and his great pupil Origen 
(c. 183-253) Nevertheless, the first person after St Paul of whom it 
can now be decisively stated that he was a practical mystic of the first 
rank, and in whose wntings the central mystic doctrme of union with 
God is found, is a pagan That person is Plotinus, the great Neoplatomc 
philosopher of Alexandria (a d 205-c. 270) His mysticism owes nothing 
to the Chnstian religion, which is never mentioned in his works Intel- 
lectually it is based on the Platonic philosophy, and also shows the 
influence of the Mysteries, and perhaps certain of the Onental cults andi 
philosophies which ran not in Alexandna in the third century Osten- 
sibly a metaphysician, however, Plotmus possessed transcendental 
genius of a high order, and was consumed by a burning passion for the 
Absolute and the importance of his work lies in the degree in which 
his intellectual constructions aie made the vehicle of mystical ex- 
penence His disciple Porphyry heis left it on record that on four 
occasions he saw his master rapt to ecstatic union with "the One ” 

The Neoplatonism of which Plotinus was the greatest exponent 
became the medium in which much of the mysticism — both Christian 
and pagan — of the first six centuries was expressed But since 
in3rsticism is a way of life — an experience of Reahty, not a philosopluc 
account of Reality — Neoplatonism, and the mysticism which used its 
Janguage, must not be identified with one another Porphyry (233“304)* 
ithe favourite pupil of Plotmus, seems to have inherited somethmg of his 
'master’s mysticism, but Neoplatonism as a whole was a confused, semi- 
'jceligious philosophy, containing many inconsistent elements. Appear- 



MYSTICISM 


456 

ing when the wreck of paganism was complete, but before Chnstianity 
had conquered the educated world, it made a strong appeal to the 
spiritually minded , and also to those who hankered after the mystenous 
and the occult' It taught the lUusory nature of all temporal things, and 
in the violence of its idealism outdid its master Plato It also taught 
the existence of an Absolute God, the “Unconditioned One,” who might 
be known in ecstasy and contemplation, and here it made a direct 
appeal to»the mystical instincts of men Those natural mystics who 
lived in the time of its greatest popularity found in it therefore a ready 
means of expressing their own intmtions of reality Hence the early 
mysticism of Europe, both Chnstian and pagan, has come down to us 
in a Neoplatonic dress, and speaks the tongue of Alexandria rather 
than that of Jerusalem, Athens, or Rome 

The influence of Plotinus upon later Christian mysticism was 
enormous though indirect During the patnstic period all that was 
best in the spirit of Neoplatomsm flowed into the veins of the Church 
St. Augustme (ad 354-430) and Dionysius the Aieopagite (writing 
between 475 and 525) are amongst his spiritual children, and it is 
mainly through them that his doctrme reached the mediaeval world 
PiOClus (412-C 490), the last of the pagan philosophers, also derives 
from his teaching Through these three there is hardly one in the long 
tale of the European contemplatives whom his powerful spmt has 
failed to reach 

The mysticism of St Augustine is* partly obscured for us by the 
wealth of his intellectual and practical life yet no one can read the 
"Confessions” without being struck by the intensity and actuality of 
his spintual expenence, and the charactenstically mystical formulae 
under which he apprehended Reality It is clear that when he com- 
posed this work he was already an advanced contemplative The 
immense intellectual activities by which he is best remembered were 
fed by the solitary adventures ot his soul No merely literary genius 
could have produced the wonderful chapters in the seventh and eighth 
Jiooks, or the innumerable detached passages in which his passion for 
the Absolute breaks out Later mystics, recogmzing this fact, con- 
stantly appeal to his authority, and his influence ranks next to that 
of the Bible in the formation of the mediaeval school 

Second only to that of St Augustine was the influence exercised by 
the strange and nameless writer who chose to ascribe his works to 
Dionysius the Areopagite, the friend of St. Paul, and to address his 
letters upon mysticism to Paul’s fellow-worker, Timothy The pseudo- 
Dionysius was probably a Synan monk The patnstic quotations 
detected in his work prove that he cannot have wntten before a d 475 , 
it IS most likely that he flounshed in the early part of the sixth century 
His chief works are the treatises on the Angehc Hierarchies and on the 
Names of God, and a short but priceless tract on mystical theology 
From the ninth century to the seventeenth these wntings nourished 
the most spirituEil intuitions of men, and possessed an authonty which 
it IS now hard to realize Mediceval mysticism is soaked in Dionysian 
conceptions Particularly in the fourteenth century, the golden 
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iige of mystical literature, the phrase "Dionysius saith” is of 
continual recurrence and has for those who use it much the same 
weight as quotations from the Bible or the great fathers of the 
Church ' 

The importance of Dionysius lies in the fact that he was the first, 
and for a long time the only, Chnstian wnter who attempted to descnbe 
frankly and accurately the workings of the mystical consciousness, and 
the nature of its ecstatic attainment of God So well did ht# do his 
work that later contemplatives, reading him, found their most sublime 
•expenences reflected and partly explained Hence in descnbing those 
expenences, they adopted his language and metaphors, which after- 
, wards became the classic terms of contemplative science. To him 
Christian literature owes the paradoxical concept of the Absolute God- 
head as the "Divine Dark," the Unconditioned, “the negation of all 
^that ts " — i c , of all that the surface consciousness perceives — and of 
the soul’s attainment of the Absolute as a "divine ignorance," a way 
of negation This idea is common to Greek and Indian philosophy 
With Dionysius it enters the Catholic fold 

Side by side with the Neoplatomc mysticism of St Augustine and 
Dionysius runs another line of spintual culture, hardly less important 
for the development of the contemplative life. This takes its nse 
among the Fathers of the Egyptian desert, whose heroic spintuahty 
was a contnbutory factor in St, , Augustine’s conversion It finds 
|beautiful expression in the writings of St. Macarius ol Egypt (c 295-386), 
the disciple of St Anthony and fnend of St Basil, and reaches the 
West through the ‘ 'Dialogues" of John Cassian (c. 350- ) , one of the most 
^portant documents for the history of Chnstian mysticism The fruit 
m aseven-3^£ir pilgnmage among the Egyptian monastenes, and many 
conversations on spintual themes with the monks, we find in these 
^dialogues for the first time a classified and reahstic description of the 
[Successive degrees of contemplative prayer, and their relation to the 
development of the spintual life Adopted by St Benedict as part of 
ifhe regular spintual food of his monks, they have had a decisive 
influence on the cloistered mystiasm of the Middle Ages Their sober 
(and orderly doctnne, destined to be charactenstic of the Roman Church, 
received fresh emphasis in the works of St. Gregory the Great (540-60^^ 
which also helped to form the souls of succeeding generations of con- 
templatives. 

We have therefore, at the opening of the Middle Ages, two great 
'streams of spintual culture, the Benedictine, moderate and practical, 
[prmed chiefly on Cassian and St Gregory, and the Neoplatonic, 
represented by Dionysius the Areopagite, and in a less exclusive form 
St. Augustine. The works of Dionysius were translated from Greek 
^o Latin about ad 850 by the Insh philosopher and theologian, 
nflm Scotns Engena, one of the scholars assembled at the court of 
ESiarlemagne. and this event marks the begmmng of a full tradition 
p m3^icism in Western Europe John the Scot, many of whose own 
ratings exhibit a strong mystical bias, is the only name in this period 
nrhich the histor of mysticism can claim We are on the dwcending 
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line of the “Dark Ages"' and here the curve of mysticism runs parallel 
with the curves of intellectual and artistic activity 

The great current of mediaval mysticism first shows itself in the 
eleventh century, and chiefly m connection with the Benedictine Order , 
for the work of such monastic reformers as St. Romuald (c 950-1027), 
St. Peter Damian (1007-1072), and St. Bruno (1032-1101), the founder 
of the Grande Chartreuse, was really the effort of contemplative souls 
to estaBlish an environment in which the mystical hfe could be lived 
Thus too we must regard at least a large proportion of the hermits and 
sohtanes who became so marked a feature in the rehgion of the West 
At this period mysticism was not sharply distingmshed from the 
rest of the religious complex, but was rather the reahstic experience 
of the truths on which rehgion rests It spread mainly through personal 
instruction and discipleship Its hterary monuments were few, among 
the most important and widely influential being the "Meditations” of 
St. AngAlwi (1033-1109), which, disentangled by recent scholarship 
from the spunous material passing under his name, are now seen to 
have been a chief channel of transmission for the Augustinian mysticism 
which dominated the early Middle Ages The general religious revival 
of the twelfth century had its marked mystical aspect, and produced 
four personahties of great histoncal importance the Benedictines 
St. Bernard of Clairvaus (1091-1153), St. Hildegarde of Bmgen (1098- 
1179), Joachim of flora (113^-1202), and the Scotch or Irish 
Augustiman Richard of St. Victor {ob c 1173), whom Dante held to be 
"in contemplation more than man ” Richard’s master and contempor- 
ary, the scholastic philosopher Hugh (1097-1141) of the same Abbey of 
St Victor at Pans, is eilso generally reckoned amongst the mystics of 
this period, but with less reason, since contemplation occupies a small 
place in his theological wntings In spite of the deep respect shown 
towards him by Aquinas and other theologians, Hugh’s influence on 
later mystical literature was shght The spint of Richard and of St 
Bernard, on the contrary, was destined to dominate it for the next two 
hundred years With them the hterature of mediaeval mysticism, 
properly so called, begins 

This literature fadls into two claisses the personal and the didactic 
‘Sbmetimes, as in a celebrated sermon of St. Bernard, the two are com- 
bined, the teacher appealing to his own expenence in illustration of 
his theme In the works of the Victorines the attitude is didactic 
one might almost say scientific In them mysticism — that is to say, the 
degrees of contemplation, the training and exercise of the spintual 
sense — stakes its place as a recogiuzed department of theology It is, 
in Richard’s favourite symbohsm, "Benjamin,” the beloved child of 
Rachel, emblem of the Contemplafave Life and in his two chief works, 
"Benjamin Major” and “Benjamin Minor,” it is classified and described 
in all its branches Though mystiasm was for Richard the "science of 
the heart” and he had little respect for secular learning, yet his solid 
intellectuality did much to save the mediaeval school from the perils 
of religious emotionalism In his hands the antique mystical tradition, 
which flowed through Plotinus and the Areopagit*^' codified and 
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transmitted to the mediseval world Like his master, Hugh, he had the 
mediaval passion for elaborate allegory, neat arrangement, rigid 
classification, and significant numbers in tilings As Dante parcelled 
out Heaven, Purgatory, and Hell with mathematical precision, and 
proved that Beatrice was herself a Nme, so these writers divide and 
subdivide the stages of contemplation, the states of the soul, the 
degrees of Divine Love and perform terrible tours de force in the course 
of compelling the ever- variable expressions of man's spiritua/ vitality 
to fall into orderly and parallel senes, conformable to the mystic num- 
bers of Seven, Four, and Three 

The influence of ^fcchard of St Victor, great as it was, is exceeded 
by that of St Bernard, the doimnant spiritual personahty of the 
twelfth century Bernard's career of ceaseless and vaned activity 
sufficiently disproves the "idleness” of the contemplative t5ipe He 
continued and informed with his own spirit the Benedictine tradition, 
and his writings quickly took their place, with those of Richard of 
St. Victor, among the living forces which conditioned the development 
of later mysticism Both these mystics exerted a capital influence on 
the formation of our national school of mysticism m the fourteenth 
century. Translations and paraphrases of the "Benjamin Major,” 
"Benjamin Minor,” and other works of Richard of St Victor, and of 
various tracts and epistles of St Bernard, are constantly met with m 
the MS collections of mystical aijd theological literature written in 
England in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries An early paraphrase 
of the "Benjamin Minor,” sometimes attnbuted to Richard Rolle, was 
probably made by the anonymous author of "The Cloud of Unknowing,” 
who was also responsible for the first appearance of the Areopagite m 
Enghsh dress 

If mediaeval mysticism in the West develops mainly under the sane 
and enduring influence of the Victorines and St Bernard, in Germany 
and Italy it appeared m a more starthng form , seeking, m the prophetic 
activities of St Hildegarde of Bingen and the Abbot Joachim of Flora, 
to influence the course of secular history In St Hildegarde and her 
fellow-Benedictme St. Elizabeth of Schonau (1138-1165) we have the 
first of that long line of women mystics — visionanes, prophetesses, and 
pohtical reformers — combining spiritual transcendence with gWat 
practical ability, of whom St Catherine of Siena is probably the greatest 
example Exalted by the strength of their spiritual intuitions, they 
emerged from an obscure life to impose their wills, and their reading of 
events, upon the world From the point of view of Eternity, m 
whose light they hved, they attacked the sms of their generation 
St Hildegarde, a woman of powerful character, apparently possessed 
of abnormal psychic gifts, was driven by that Living Light which was 
her inspiration to denounce the corruptions of Church and State In 
the inspired letters which she sent like firebrands over Europe, we see 
German idealism and German practicality struggling together, the 
unflinching description of abuses, the vast poetic vision by which they 
are condemned These qualities are seen again in the South German 
mystics of the next century: the four Benedictine women of g^mus, who 
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had their home in the convent of Helfde These are the Nun Gertrude 
(Abbess 1251-1291) and her sister St. M^thild of Hackbom {ob 1310), 
with her sublime symbolic visions then, the poet of the group, the 
exquisite Mechtbild of Magdeburg (1212-1299), who, first a bigmne at 
Magdeburg, where she wrote the greater part of "The Flowing Light 
of the Godhead," came to Helfde in 1268, last the celebrated St. Gertrude 
the Great (1256-1311) In these contemplatives the political spint is 
less marked than in St Hildegarde but rehgious and ethical activity 
takes its place St Gertrude the Great is a characteristic Catholic 
visionary of the fcminme type absorbed in her subjective expenences, 
her often beautiful and significant dreams, her loving conversations with 
Chnst and the Blessed Virgin Close to her in temperament is St 
Mechthild of Hackbom, but her attitude as a whole is more impersoned, 
more truly mystic The great symbohe visions in which her most 
spintual perceptions are expressed are artistic creations rather than 
psycho-sensonal hallucinations, and dwell little upon the humamty of 
Christ, with which St. Gertrude is constantly occupied The terms in 
which Mechthild of Magdeburg — an educated and well-bom woman, 
half poet, half seer — describes her union with God are intensely 
individual, and apparently owe more to the romantic poets of her time 
than to earlier religious writers The works of this Mechthild, early 
translated into Latin, were read by Dante Their influence is traceable 
in the "Paradiso", and by some scholars she is believed to be the 
Matilda of his Earthly Paradise, though others give this position to 
her sister-mystic, St Mechthild of Hackbom 
Modem scholarship tends more and more to see in the strange 
personality of the Abbot Joachim of Flora, whom Dante placed among 
the great contemplatives in the Heaven of the Sun, the chief influence 
in the development of Italian mysticism The true import of his 
prophecies, which proclaimed in effect the substitution of mystical for 
institutional Christianity, was only appreciated after his death But 
their prestige grew during the course of the thirteenth century, 
especiMly after the appearance of the mendicant friars, who seemed to 
fulfil hib prediction that the new era of the Holy Spirit would be brought 
in about the year 1260 by two new Orders who would live in poverty 
tnCspintual life From this time, Joachism found its chief vehicle of 
expression through Franciscan mysticism of the more revolutionary 
sort ^ough there is no evidence that St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) 
knew the prophecies of the "Eternal Gospel," he can hardly have grown 
up without some knowledge of them, and also of the Cathari and other 
somi-mystical heresies — many of them stressing the idea of evangehcal 
poverty — ^which were spreading through Italy from the north But the 
mystical genius which may have received food from these sources was 
itself strikingly original, the spontaneous expression of a rare person- 
ality, a great spintual realist who admitted no rival to the absolute 
claims of the mystical life of poverty and j oy ^t Francis was untouched 
by monastic discipline, or the writings of Dionysius or St Bernard 
His only literary influence was the New Testament With him, mysticism 
comes into the open air, seeks to transform the stuff of daily life. 
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speaks the vernacular, turns the songs of the troubadours to the pur- 
poses of Divine love, yet remains completely 105'al to the Catholic 
Church None who came after him succeeded in recapturing his secret, 
which was the secret of spmtual gemus of the rarest tj-pe' but he left 
his mark upon the history, art, and hteraturc of Western Europe, and 
the influence of his spmt still live^ 

In a general sense it is true to say that Itahan mystiasm descends 
from St Francis, and in its first period seems almost to be the preroga- 
tive of his disciples, especially those of the "Spiritual” party who 
strove to maintam his ideals in their purity. It is here that we find 
Franascan ardour and smglemmdedness in alhance with apocalyptic 
notions deriving from Joachist ideas In Provence, a widespread 
mystical movement coloured by Joaclusm was led by Hugues de 
Di^e and his sister St. Doucehne (« 1214) , in whom we find a spint 
wMch, hke that of Francis, could find the Divme through flowers and 
birds and simple natural things In Italy, nounshed by the influence 
of such deeply mystical friars as John of Parma (ob 128S) and John of 
La Verna, this Franascan spmtuahty entered into conflict with the 
ecclesiastical pohtics of the day. talang up that duty of denouncing 
the corruptions of the Church, which has so often attracted the mystics 
Here the typical figure is that of Jacopone da Todi (1228-1306), the 
converted lawyer turned mystical poet On one hand deeply influenced 
by St Augustine and Dion3reius the Areopagite, on the other the 
devoted exponent of the Founder's ideals, his “spmtual songs" lift 
Franascan mystiasm to the heights of ecstatic rapture and hterary 
expression, whilst his savage castigations of the Papacy give him 
a place among the great mediaeval satirists Jacopone's poems have 
been shown by Von Hugel to have had a formative influence on 
St. Catherme of Genoa, and have probably affected many other 
mystics, not only in Italy but elsewhere, for they quickly attained 
considerable circulatio^ 

In his contemporary the Blessed Angela of Foligno (1248-1309), 
who was converted from a sinful hfe to become a tertiary hermit 
of the Franciscam Order, we have a mystic of the first rank whose 
visions and revelations place her m the same class as St Catherine of 
Genoa and St Teresa Known to her followers as the Mistres s^f 
Theologians, and numbering among her disciples the brilhant and 
tempestuous "spintual" friar Ubertmo da Casale, the lofty meta- 
physical element in Angela’s mysticism suggests the high level of 
spiritual culture aclueved in Franciscan circles of her time. By the 
sixteenth century her works, translated into the vernacular, had taken 
their place amongst the classics of mysticism In the seventeenth they 
were largely used by St Fran9ois de Sales, Madame Guyon, and other 
Cathohe contemplatives Seventeen years older than Dante, whose 
great gemus properly closes this Ime of spmtual descent, she is a hnk 
between the thirteenth and fourteenth centunes in Itahan mysticism. 

We now approach the Golden Age of Mysticism and at the opening 
of that epoch, dominating it by their peculiar combination of mteUectual 
and spmtual power stand the figures of the "Seraphic and Angehc 
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Doctors,” St. Bonaventura, the Fianciscan (1221-1274), and St. Thomas 
Aquinas, the Dominican (1226-1274) A.® St Augustine, the intel- 
lectual greatness of St Thomas has obscured his mystical side; whilst 
St Bonavefltura, the apostle of a wise moderation, may easily appear 
to the hurried reader the least mystical of the Franciscan mystics Yet 
both were contemplatives, and because of this were able to interpret 
to the mediaeval world the great spintual tradition of the past Hence 
their mmense influence on the mystical schools of the fourteenth 
century It is sometimes stated that these schools derive mainly from 
St. Bonaventura, and represent an opposition to scholastic theology, 
but as a matter of fact their greatest personalities — ^in particular Dante 
and the German Dominicans — are soaked in the spirit of Aquinas, and 
quote his authority at every turn 

In Europe the mystic curve is now approaching its highest point 
In the East that point has already been passed Soft, or Mahommedan 
mysticism, appeanng in the eighth century in the beautiful figure of 
Rabi‘a, the “Moslem St Teresa” (717-801), and continued by the 
martyr AlHallaj {ob 922), attains literary expression in the eleventh in 
the ‘ ' Confessions’ ’ of A1 Ghazzali (1058-11 1 1) , and has its classic penod in 
the thirteenth in the works of the mystic poets ’Attar (c 1140-1234), 
S3di (1184-1263) , and the saintly Jalalu ’d Dm (1207-1273) Its tradition 
IS continued in the fourteenth century by the rather erotic mysticism 
of Hafiz (c. 1300-1388) and his successors, and in the fifteenth by the 
poet Jdml (1414-1492). 

Whilst Hafiz already stakes a note of decadence for the mysticism 
of Islam, the year 1300 is for Western Europe a vital year in the history 
of the spiritual hfe Mystics of the first rank are appearing, or about to 
appear The Majorcan scholar-mystic Ramon Lull {ob 1315) is drawing 
to the end of his long life In Italy Dante (1265-1321) is forcing human 
language to express one of the most sublime visions of the Absolute 
which has ever been crystallized mto speech. He inhents and fuses into 
one that loving and artistic reading of reahty which weis the heart of 
^ Franciscan mysticism, and that other ordered vision of the transcen- 
dental world which the Dominicans through Aquinas poured into the 
stream of European thought For the one the spintual world was all 
for the other aU law For Dante it was both In the "Paradiso" 
his stupendous genius apprehends and shows to us a Beatific Vision 
in which the symbohc systems of all great mystics, and many whom 
the world does not call mystics — of Dionysius, Richard, St Bernard,, 
Mechthild, Aqmnas, and countless others — are included and explained. 

The moment in which the "Commedia” was being written coincides 
with the awakening of mystical activity in Germany and Flanders 
Between the years 1280 and 1309 was produced, probably in the Lifege 
distact and under Franciscan influence, the curious anonymous work 
which IS now only known to us in Latin and Enghsh translations — 
“The Mirror of Simple Souls,” This long treatise, clearly influenced by 
Dionysius, the Victonnes, and the twelfth-century tract known as the 
“Letter to the Brethren of Mons Dei,” is a piece of mystical literature of 
an advanced kind, often fringing the borders of orthodoxy and lookmg 
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forward to the speculative Flemish mysticism of the fourteenth century 
Its wnter was probably contemporary with the founder of this school, 
the great Domimcan scholar Master Eckhart (1260-1327), who resembled 
Dante in his combination of mystical insight with intense'mtellectual 
power, and laid the foundations at once of German philosophy and 
German mysticism These two giants stand side by side at the openmg 
of the century, perfect representatives of the Teutonic and Latin 
instinct for transcendental reality 

Eckhart, though only a few years younger than St Gertrude the 
Great, seems to belong to a different world His commanding personality, 
his gemus for the supra-sensible nourished by the works of Dionysius 
and Erigena, moulded and inspired all whom it came near The German 
and Flemish mystics of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, differing 
much m temperament from their master and from each other, have 
yet something m common something which is shared by no other 
school This something is denved from Eckhart, for all have passed 
under his hand, being either his immediate disciples, or the fnends or 
pupils of his disciples Eckhart's doctnne is chiefly known to us by 
reports of his vernacular sermons dehvered at Strassburg, then the 
religious centre of Germany In these we see him as a teaching mystic 
full of pastoral zeal, but demandmg a high level both of intellect and 
spirituality in those he addressed Towards the end of his life he fell 
into disgrace A number of propositions extracted from his wntmgs, 
and representing his more extreme views, were condemned by the 
Church as savouring of pantheism and other heresies and certainly 
the violence and danng of his language laid him open to misconstruc- 
tion In his efforts to speak of the unspeakable he was constantly 
betrayed into expressions which were bound to seem paradoxical and 
exaggerated to other men Eckhart’s influence, however, was httle 
hurt by ecclesiastical condemnation His pupils, though they remained 
loyal Cathohcs, contrived also to be loyal disciples To the end of their 
hves their teaching was coloured — often inspired — by the doctnnes of 
the great, if heretical, scholar whose memory they venerated as that of 
a saint. 

The contrast in type between Eckhart and his two most famous 
disciples IS an interesting one All three were Dominican fnars, all iws^ 
devout followers of St Augustine, the Areopagite, St Bernard, and 
Aqmnas, all had been trained in the schools of Cologne, where Albert the 
Great and St Thomas had taught, and where their powerful influence 
still hved The mysticism of Eckhart, so far as he allows us to see it in 
his sermons and fragmentary wntmgs, is objective — one might almost 
say dogmatic He desenbes with an air of almost temble certainty 
and intimacy, not that which he has felt, but the place or plane of 
being he has known — "the desert of the Godhead were no one is at 
home.” He is a great scholar, a natural metaphysician passionately 
concerned with the quest of Absolute Truth 

Of his two pupils, John Tanlei (c 1300-1361), fnar-preacher of 
Strassburg, was a bom missionary a man who combined with great 
theological leariung and mystic^ gemus of a high order an overwhelm- 
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ing zeal for souls He laboured incessantly to awaken men to a sense of 
their transcendental heritage Without the hard intellectuahsm occa- 
sionally noticeable in Eckhart, or the tendency to introspection and 
the excessiife artistic sensibility of Suso, Tauler is the most virile of the 
German mystics The breadth of his humanity is only equalled by the 
depth of his spirituality. His sermons — ^his only authentic works— are 
trumpet-calls to heroic action upon spintual levels They influenced 
many later mystics, especially St Teresa and St John of the Cross 
Tauler is not a subjective writer' only by imphcation can we assure 
ourselves that he speaks from personal experience He has sometimes, 
though unfairly, been described as a precursor of the Reformation 
Such a claim could only be made by those who look upon all pure 
Christianity as a form of Protestant heresy. He attacked, like St 
Hildegarde, St Cathenne of Siena, and many others, the ecclesiastical 
corruption of his penod but his writings, if read in unexpurgated 
editions, prove him to have been a fervent and orthodox Catholic 

Tauler was one of the leading spints in the great informal society 
of the Friends of God, which sprang into being in Strassburg, spread 
through the Rhemsh province and beyond to Switzerland and Bavaria, 
and worked in this moment of religious decadence for the spiritual 
regeneration of the people In a spirit of fierce enthusiasm and whole- 
hearted devotion, the Friends of God set themselves to the mystic life, 
as the only life worthy of the name A great outburst of transcendental 
activity took place many visions and ecstasies were reported amazing 
conversions occurred The movement had many features in common 
with that of the Quakers, except that it took place within, instead 
of without, the official Church, and was partly directed against the 
doctrines of the Brethren of the Free Spjnt and other heretical sects. 
With it was connected the third of the tno of great German Dominican 
mystics, the Blessed Henry Suso (c 1295-1365), a natural recluse and 
ascetic, and a visionary of the most exuberant Catholic type To Suso, 
subjective, romantic, deeply interested in his own soul and his personal 
relation with God, mysticism was not so much a doctrine to be imparted 
to other men as an intimate personal adventure Though a trained 
philosopher and theologian, and a devoted follower of Eckhart, his auto- 
^^^igraphy — a human document far more detailed and ingenuous than 
St. Teresa’s more celebrated "Life" — ^is mainly the record of his griefs 
and joys, his pains, visions, ecstasies, and misenes Even his mystical 
treatises are in dialogue form, as if he could hardly get away from the 
personal and dramatic aspect of the spmtual life. 

Around these three — Eckhart, Tauler, Suso — are gathered other and 
more shadowy personahties' members of this mystical society of the 
Fnends of God, bound to the heroic attempt to bring life — the tembly 
corrupt and disordered rehgious life of the fourteenth century — back 
into relation with spintual reahty, to imtiate their neighbours into the 
atmosphere of God From one of these nameless members comes the 
literary jewel of the movement: the beautiful little treatise called the 
“Theologia Geimanica,” or “Book of the Perfect Life,” probably written 
in Frankfort about the year 1350 by a pnest of the Teutomc Order. 
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One of the most successful of many attempts to make mystic pnnciples 
available for common men, this book was greatly loved by Luther, who 
pubhshed an incomplete edition in 1518 Other Fnends of God are now 
only known to us as the authors of letters, descnptions of conversions, 
visions, and spintual adventures— hterature which the movement 
produced in enormous quantities No part of the history of mysticism 
has been more changed by recent research than that of the Rhemsh 
school: and the work is stiU but partly done At present w^can only 
fecord the principal names which we find connected with the mystical 

E ganda of the Fnends of God These are first the nuns Margaret 
(1291-1351) and her sister Christina, important personages m 
the movement upon whose histoncity no doubts have been cast 
Margaret appears to have been a psychic as well as a mystic and to 
have possessed, like Madame Guyon, telepathic and clairvoyant powers. 
Next the rather shadowy pair of laymen, Henry of Nordlmgen and 
Nicolas of Basle Lastly the puzzling figure of Rulman Merswin 
(c. 1310-1382), author of the senes of apocilyptic visions called "The 
Book of the Nme Rocks", whose story of his conversion and mystic 
life, whether it be regarded as fact or "tendency literature, " is a psycho- 
logical document of the first rank 

In immediate dependence on the German school, and like it drawing 
its intellectual vigour from the genius of Eckhart, is the mystiasm of 
Flanders' best known to us in the.work of its most subhme representa- 
tive, the Blessed John Buysbroeck (1293-1381), one of the greatest 
mystics whom the world has yet known In Ruysbroeck’s works the 
metaphysical and personal aspects of mystical truth are fused and attain 
their highest expression Intellectually indebted to St Augustine, 
Richard of St. Victor, and Eckhart, his value lies in the fact that the 
Eckhartian philosophy was merely the medium by which he expressed 
the results of profound expeiience In his early years a priest in Brussels, 
in old age a recluse m the forest of Soignes, Ruysbroeck’s influence on 
his own generation was great Through his disciple Gerard Groot 
(1340-1384), founder of the Brotherhood of the Common Life, it formecP' 
the inspiration of the religious movement of the New Devotion, which 
earned over into the next century the spint of the great mediaeval 
mystics. The mystical writings of Henry de Mande (c i36o-i4i5jr^uu* 
"Ruysbroeck of the North,” the beautiful and deeply Platonic “Fiery 
Soliloquy with God" of Gerlac Petersen (1378-1411), and above aU the 
"Iimtation of Chnst" of his friend Thomas d Kempis (1380-1471), in 
which some of Gerard Groot’s meditations may be enshnned, are the 
chief channels through which this mystical current passed In the next 
century the Franciscan Henry de Herp or Harphius (06 1477) and 
two greater personalities — the learned and holy Platonist, Cardinal 
Nicolas oi Cusa (1401-1464), and his friend the theologian and con- 
templative Denis the Carthusian (1402-1471), one of the great rehgious 
fibres of the fifteenth century — drew their inspiration from Ruysbroeck 
Dems translated the whole of his works into Latm, and calls him 
“another Dionysius” but "clear where the Areopagite is obscure " 
It was mainly through the voluminous wntings of Dems, widely read 

HH 
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during succeeding centunes, that the doctrine of the mediEeval mystics 
was carried over to the Renaissance world Ruysbroeck’s works, with 
those of Suso, appear in English MSS early m the fifteenth century, 
taking their filace by the side of St Bernard. St Bonaventura, and the 
great English mystic Richard RoUe The influence of his genius has 
also been detected in the mystical literature of Spam 
English mysticism seems to have its roots in the rehgious revival 
which awse during Stephen’s reign It was then, and throughout its 
course, closely linked with the solitary hfe Its earhest literary monu- 
ment, the "Ancren Riwle," was written early in the twelfth century 
for the use of three anchoresses So too the “Meditations” of St. Aldied 
(Abbot of Rievaulx 1146-1166), and the Rule he wrote for his anchoress 
sister, presuppose the desire for the mystical hfe But the first English 
mystic we can name with certainty is Margery Kempe (probably wntmg 
c 1290), the anchoress of Lynn Even so, we know nothing of this 
woman's hfe, and only a fragment of her "Contemplations” has 
survived It is with the next name, Richard Bolle of Hampole (c 1300- 
1349), that the short but brilliant procession of English mystics begins 
Rolle, educated at Oxford and perhaps at Pans, and widely read in 
theology, became a hermit in order to live in perfection that mystic 
life of "Heat, Sweetness, and Song,” to which he felt himself to be 
called Richard of St Victor, St Bernard, and St Bonaventura are the 
authors who have influenced him most, but he remains, in spite of this, 
one of the most individual of all'" writers on mysticism A volu- 
minous author, his chief works are still in MS , and he seems to have 
combined the careers of writer and wandering preacher with that of 
recluse He laid claim to direct inspiration, was outspoken in his 
criticisms of rehgious and secular life, and in the next generation the 
Lollards were found to appeal to his authonty Rolle already shows the 
practical temper charactenstic of the Enghsh school. His interest was 
not philosophy, but spiritual life, and especially his own expenence of 
it There is a touch of Franascan poetry in his descriptions of his 
<<.commumon with Divine Love, and the "heavenly song” in which it 
was expressed, of Franciscan ardour in his zeal for souls His works 
greatly influenced succeeding Enghsh mystics 

sSt was followed in the second half of the fourteenth century by the 
unknown author of “The Cloud of Unknowing” and its companion 
treatises, and by the gracious spirit of Walter Hilton (od 1396) With 
"The Cloud of Unknowing,” the spirit of Dionysius first appears in 
Enghsh literature It is the work of an advanced contemplative, deeply 
influenced by the Areopagite and the Victormes, who was also an acute 
psychologist From the hand that wrote it came the first English transla- 
tion of the ‘ ‘Theologia Mystica,” “Dionise Hid Divimte” a work which, 
says an old writer, "ran across England at deere rates,” so ready was the 
rehgious consciousness of the time for the reception of mystical truth 
Hilton, though also influenced by Dionysius and Richard of St 
Victor, addresses a wider audience He is pre-eminently a spiritual 
director, the practical teacher of interior ways, not a metaphysician, and 
his great work "The Scale of Perfection” quickly took rank among the 
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classics of the spiritual life The moment of his death coincides with 
&e completion of the most beautiful of all Enghsh mystical works^ the 

"Revelations of Love” of the anchoress Julian of Norwich (1343 ^died 

after I 4 I 3 )» theodidacta, profunda, ecstatica,” whose uAique person- 
ality closes and crowns the history of English mediseval mysticism 
In her the best gifts of RoUe and Hilton are transmuted by a “gemus for 
the infinite" of a peculiarly beautiful and individual type She was a 
seer, a lover, and a poet Though considerable theological knowledge 
underhes her teaching, it is in essence the result of a direct and personal 
vision of singular intensity 

Already before the completion of Julian’s revelations two other 
women of genius, the royal prophetess and founder St. Bridget of 
Sweden (1303-1373) and St. Catherine of Siena (1347-1380), had lived 
and died St Bridget, or Birgitta, a mystic and visionary of the Hilde- 
gardian type, believed herself called to end the exile of the Papacy 
and bnng peace to the Church Four months after her death, St. 
Catherine — ^then aged 26 — took up her unfimshed work The true suc- 
cessor of Dante as a revealer of Reality, and next to St Francis 
the ^eatest of Itahan mystics, Cathenne exhibits the Unitive Life in 
its richest, most perfect form She was a great active and a great 
ecstatic* at once politician, teacher, and contemplative, holding a 
steady balance between the inner and the outer life Well named "the 
mother of thousands of souls,” with httle education she yet contrived, 
in a short career dogged by persistent lU-health, to change the course of 
•history, rejuvenate religion, and compose, in her "Divine Dialogue," one 
of the jewels of Italian religious literature. 

With the first half of the fifteenth century it is plain that the mystic 
curve droops downwards At its opemng we find the influential figure 
of the Chancellor Qerson (1363-1429) at once a mystic in his own nght, 
and a keen and impartial cntic of extravagant mystical teachmgs^nd 
phenomena But the great period is over the new hfe of the Renaissance, 
already striving in other spheres of activity, has hardly touched the 
spiritual plane A transient revival of Freinciscan spirituahty is* 
associated with the work of three reformmg mystics, the energetic 
French visionary St. Colette of Corbie (1381-1447,) her Italian disciple 
St. Bernardino of Siena (1380-1444), and the ecstatic Clansobr' 
St. Catherine of Bologna (1413-1463) Contemporary with this group 
are the careers of two strongly contrasted woman-mystics St. Joan 
of Arc (1412-1431), and the suffenng Flemish visionary St. I^wine 
of Schiedam (1380-1432) 

With the second half of the century the scene shifts to Italy, where 
a spiritual genius of the first rank appeared in St. Catherine of Genoa 
(1447-1510). She, hke her namesake of Siena, was at once an eager 
lover and an indomitable doer More, she was a constructive mystic, a 
profound thinker as well as an ecstatic an original teacher, a busy 
and practical philanthropist Her influence lived on, and is seen m the 
next generation in the fine, well-balanced nature of another contem- 
plative; the Venerable Battista Vemazza (1497-1587), her goddaughter 
and the child of one of her most loyal friends Catherine of Genoa 
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stands alone in her day as an example of the sane and vigorous mystic 
hfe Her contemporanes were for the most part visionaries of the more 
ordina^ female type, such as Osanna Andreasi of Mantua (1449- 
1505). Colunfta Bieti (c 1430-1501), and her disciple Lucia of Nami. 
They seem to represent the slow extinction of the spirit which burned 
so bnght in St. Catherine of Siena 

That spirit reappears in the sixteenth century in Flanders in the 
works of® the Benedictine Abbot Blosius (1506-1565), and, far more 
conspicuously, in Spam, a country hardly touched by the outburst of 
mystical hfe which elsewhere closed the mediaeval penod Spanish 
mysticism first appears in close connection with the rehgious orders 
in the Franciscans Francisco de Osuna {ob c 1540), whose manual of 
contemplative prayer influenced the development of St Teresa, and 
St. Fetei 0! Alcantara (1499-1562), her friend and adviser, in the 
Dominican Luis de Gran^a (1504-1588) and the Augustiman Luis de 
Leon (1528-1591). It attains defimte and characteristic expression in 
the life and personality of St. Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556), the great 
founder of the Soaety of Jesus. The concrete nature of St Ignatius’ 
work, and especially its later developments, has bhnded historians to 
the fact that he was a true mystic, own brother to such great actives 
as St. Teresa and George Fox, actuated by the same vision of reality, 
passing through the same stages of psychological growth His spintual 
sons greatly influenced the inner hfe„of the great Carmelite, St. Teresa 
(1515-1582). 

Like St Catherine of Siena, these mystics — and to them we must 
add St Teresa’s greatest disciple, the poet and contemplative St. John 
of the Cross (1542-1591) — seem to have arisen in direct response to 
the need created by the corrupt or disordered rehgious life of their 
time They were the "saints of the Counter-Reformation’’, and, in a 
perxod of ecclesiastical chaos, flung the weight of their genius and their 
sanctity into the orthodox Catholic scale. Whilst St Ignatius organized 
a body of spiritual soldiery, who should attack heresy and defend the 
“Church, St. Teresa, working against heavy odds, infused new vitality 
into a great religious order and restored it to its duty of direct com- 
munion with the transcendental world. In this she was helped by 
^■oP^ ohn of the Cross, who, a psychologist and philosopher as weU as a 
great mystic, performed the necessary function of bringing the personal 
experience of the Spanish school back again into touch with the mam 
stream of mystic tradition All three, practical organizers and profound 
contemplatives, exhibit in its splendour the dual character of the 
mystic life They left behind them in their literary works an abiding 
influence which has guided the footsteps and explained the discovenes 
of succeeding generations of adventurers 111 the transcendental world 
The true spintual children of these mystics are to be found, not m their 
own country, where the religious hfe which they had lifted to trans- 
cendent levels degenerated when their overmastering influence was 
withdrawn, but amongst the iimumerable contemplative souls of 
succeeding generations who have fallen under the spell of the "Spiritual 
Exercises,’’ the "Intenor Castle,” or the "Dark Night of the Soul.” 
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The Divine fire lit by the great Carmelites of Spain is next seen in 
Italy, in the hves of the Dominican nun St. Catherine dei Bicci (1522- 
1590) and the Florentine Carmelite St. Blaria Maddel a na dei Fazzi 
(1566-1607), the author of voluminous literary works It Appears in the 
New World in the beautiful figure of St. Bose of Lima (1586-1617), the 
Peruvian nun, and at the same moment, under a very difterent aspect, 
in Protestant Germany, in the person of one of the giants of mysticism, 
the "inspired shoemaker" Jacob Boehme (1575-1624). * 

Boehme, one of the most astonishing cases in history of a natural 
gemus for the transcendent, has left his mark upon German philosophy 
as well as upon the history of mysticism WiUiam Law, Blake, and 
Saint-Martin are amongst those who have sat at his feet The great 
sweep 'of Boehme’s vision includes both Man and the Universe the 
nature of God and of the Soul In him we find again that old doctrine 
of Rebirth which the earlier German mystics had loved Were it not 
for the difficult symbolism in which his vision is expressed, his influence 
would be far greater than it is He remains one of those cloud-wrapped 
immortals who must be rediscovered and reinterpreted by the adven- 
turers of every age. 

The seventeenth century rivals the fourteenth in the richness and 
variety of its mystical hfe. Two main currents are to be detected in it: 
dividing between them the two main aspects of man’s communion with 
the Absolute One, symbohe, con^ructive, activistic, bound up with the 
ideas of regeneration, and often using the language of the alchemists, 
sets out from the Teutonic gemus of Boehme It achieves its successes 
outside the Catholic Church, and chiefly in Germany and England, where 
by 1650 his works were widely known In its decadent forms it runs to 
the occult to alchemy, Rosicruaamsm, apocalyptic prophecy, and 
other aberrations of the spintual sense The other current arises within 
the Catholic Church, and in close touch with the great traditien of 
Chnstian mysticism. It achieves fullest expansion in France, and tends 
to emphasize the personal and intimate side of contemplation encourag- 
ing passive receptivity and producing in its exaggerated forms thff 
aberrations of the Quietists 

In the seventeenth century England was peculiarly nch, if not in 
great mystics, at any rate in mystically minded men, seekerS^Etrecr* 
Reality Mysticism, it seems, was m the air, broke out under many 
disgmses and affected many forms of hfe It produced in George Fox 
(1624-1690), the founder of the Quakers, a "great active"of the first 
rank, entirely unaffected by tradition, and in the Quaker movement 
itself an outbreak of genuine mysticism which is only comparable to 
the fourteenth-century movement of the Fnends of God 

We meet in Fox that overwhelming sense of direct relationship with 
God, that consciousness of the transcendent, chaiactenstic of the mystic , 
and Quaker spintuahty, in spite of its marked aversion to institutional 
rehgion, has much in common not only with those Continental Quietists 
who are its most obvious spintual affinities, but also with the doctnne 
of the Cathohe contemplatives. Mystiasm crops up frequently in the 
wntings of the school, and finds expression in the first generation in 
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the works of Isaac Penington (1616-1679) and in the second in the 
Journal of the heroic American Friend John Woolman (1720-1772) 

At the opposite end of the theological scale, the seventeenth century 
gives us a group of English mystics of the Catholic type, closely related 
to the contemporary French school Of these, one of the most individual 
is the young Benedictine nun Gertrude More (1606-1633), who carries 
on that tradition of the commumon of love which flows from St 
Augustmff through St Bernard and Thomas a Kempis, and is the very 
heart of Catholic mysticism In the writings of her director, and the 
preserver of her works, the Venerable Augustme Baker (1575-1641) — 
one of the most lucid and orderly of guides to the contemplative life — 
we see what were still the formative influences in the environment 
where her mystical powers were trained Richard of St Victor, Hilton, 
and “The Cloud of Unknowing”, Angela of Fohgno, Tauler, Suso, 
Ruysbroeck, St Teresa and St John of the Cross, these are the authon- 
ties to whom Augustine Baker most constantly appeals, and through 
these, as we know, the family tree of the mystics goes back to the Neo- 
platomsts and the first founders of the Church 
Outside that Church, the twins Thomas Vaughan the spiritual 
alchemist and Henry Vaughan. Silunst, the mystical poet (1622-1695) 
show the reaction of two very different temperaments upon the trans- 
cendental life Again, the group of "Cambndge Platomsts," Henry 
More (1614-1687X John Smith (1^8-1652), Benjamin Whichcote 
(1609-1683), Peter Sterry (c 1614-1672), and John Norris (1657-1711) 
developed and preached a philosophy deeply tinged with mysticism, 
and Thomas Traherne (c 1637-1674) gave poetic expression to the 
Platonic vision of life In Bishop Hall (1574-1656) the same spirit takes 
a devotional form Finally, the Rosicrucians, symbolists, and other 
spiritually minded occultists — above all the extraordinary sect of 
Philadelphians, ruled by Dr. Pordage (1608-1698) and the prophetess 
Jane Lead (1623-1704) — exhibit m3rsticism in its least balanced aspect 
mingled with mediuraistic phenomena, wild symbohc visions, and 
'S]()ocal3T)tic prophecies The influence of these Philadelphians, who were 
themselves strongly affected by Boehme’s works, hngered for a century, 
appeanng again in Saint-Martin the “Unknown Philosopher " 

■•■TIfl; Catholic mysticism of this penod is best seen in France, where 
the intellectual and social expansion of the Grande Siecle had also its 
spintual side Over against the brilliant worldly life of seventeenth- 
century Pans and the slackness and even corruption of much organized 
rehgion, there sprang up something like a cult of the inner life This 
mystical renaissance seems to have ongmated in the work of an English 
Capuchin friar, William Fitch, in rehgion Benedict Canfield (1520-1611), 
who settled in Pans in old age and there became a centre of spintual 
influence Among his pupils were Madame Acarie (1566-1618) and 
Pierre de BdroUe (1575-1629), and through them his teaching’ on con- 
templation affected all the great rehgious personalities of the penod 
The house of Madame Acane — a woman equally remarkable for 
spintual genius and practical abihty — ^became the gathering-pomt of a 
growing mystical enthusiasm, which also expressed itself in a vigorous 
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movement of reform within the Church B^rulle was one of the founders 
of the Oratory Madame Acarie, known as the “conscience of Pans,” 
visited the relaxed convents and persuaded them to a more stnet and 
holy life Largely by her instrumentality, the first houses of reformed 
Carmelites were established in France in 1604, nuns being brought to 
direct them from St Teresa’s Spanish convents, and French mysticism 
owes much to this direct contact with the Teresian school Madame 
Acarie and her three daughters all became Carmelite nuns, ^d it was 
from the Di]on Carmelites that St. Jeanne Frangoue de flbantnl (1572- 
1641) received her training in contemplation Her spiritual father, and 
co-founder of the Order of the Visitation, St. Francois de Sales (1567- 
1622), had also been in youth a member of Madame Acane’s circle He 
shows at its best the peculiar talent of the French school for the detailed 
and individual direction of souls Outside this cultured and anstocratic 
group two great and pure mystics arise from humbler social levels First 
theintrepidUrsuhne nun Marie del’Incamation (1599-1672), the pioneer 
of education in the New World, in whom we find again St Teresa’s 
twin gifts for high contemplation and practical initiative Secondly 
the Carmelite fnar Brother Lawrence (1611-1691), who shows the 
passive tendency of French mysticism in its most sane, well-balanced 
form He was a humble empiricist, laying claim to no special gifts a 
stnkmg contrast to his contemporary, the brilliant and unhappy gemus 
Pascal (1623-1662), who fought his way through many psychic storms 
to the vision of the Absolute ' 

The genuine French and Flemish mysticism of this period, greatly 
preoccupied with the doctrines of self-naughtmg and passivity, con- 
stantly approached the fronhers of Quietism The three great Capuchin 
teachers of contemplation, the Flemings Constantine Barbanflon (1581- 
1632) and John Evangelist of Barluke (1588-1635), and the English 
Benedict Canfield, were not entirely beyond suspicion in this r^ard, ^ 
as their careful language, and the scrutiny to which they were subjected ’ 
by contemporary authority, clearly shows The line between the true 
and false doctnne was a fine one, as we see in the histone controverw 
between Bossuet and Fenelon, and the perilous absurdities of the 
Qmetist writers often tempted the orthodox to draw it in the wrong 
place , 

The earliest in date and most exaggerated in type of these true 
Quietists IS the Franco-Flemish Antoinette Boungnan (1616-1680) a 
strong-willed and wrong-headed woman who, having renounced the 
world with Franciscan thoroughness, founded a sect, endured consider- 
able persecutions, and made a great stir in the religious life of her time 
An even greater uproar resulted from the doctnnal excesses of the 
devout Spamsh priest Miguel de Molinos (1640-1697) , whose extreme 
teachings were condemned by the Church, and for a time brought the 
whole principle of passive contemplation into disrepute Quietism, at 
bottom, was the unbalanced expression of that need which produced 
the contemporary Quaker movement in England a need for personal 
contact with spiritual realities, evoked by the formal and unsatisfying 
quality of the official religion of the time Unfortunately the great 
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Quietists were not great mystics. Hence their propaganda, m which 
the pnnciple of passivity — divorced from, and opposed to, all spiritual 
action — was pressed to its logical conclusion, resulted in a doctnne 
fatal not onlytto all organized religion but to the healthy development 
of the inner life 

Madam e Guyon (1648-1717), the contemporary of Mohnos, is usually 
quoted as a typical Qmetist She is an example of the unfortunate 
results o^an alhance of mysfacal tendencies with a feeble surface 
inteUigence Had she possessed the robust common sense so often found 
in the great contemplatives, her temperamental inchnation to passivity 
would have been checked, and she would hardly have made use of the 
exaggerated expressions which brought about the official condemna- 
tion of her works In spite of the brilhant championship of Fenelon, 
and the fact that much of her writing merely reproduces orthodox 
teaching on contemplative prayer in an inferior form, she was involved 
in the general condemnation of "passive orison” which the aberrations of 
the extreme Qmetists had called forth 

The end of the seventeenth century saw a great outburst of popular 
Qmetism, some within and some without the official Church Well 
within the frontiers of orthodoxy, and exhibiting the doctrine of 
passivity in its noblest form, was the Jesuit J. P, de Caussade (still living 
1739) Among those who over-stepped the boundary — though all the 
Qmetists appealed to the general tradition of mysticism in support of 
their one-sided doctrine — were Malaval. whose “Th^ologie Mystique" 
contains some beautiful French translations from St Teresa, and 
Peter Poiret (1646-1719), once a Protestant pastor, then the devoted 
disciple of Antoinette Bourignan Later generations owe much to the 
enthusiasm and industry of Poiret, whose belief in spiritual quiescence 
was combined with great literary activity He rescued and edited all 
Madame Guyon’s wntings, and has left us, in his "Bibliotheca Mysti- 
' coruIR,"thememorialofmanylostworksonmysticism From this unique 
bibhography we can see how "orthodox” was the food which nounshed 
even the most extreme of the Qmetists how thoroughly they beheved 
fhemselves to represent not a new doctnne, but the true tradition of 
Chnstian mysticism 

Wj^h the close of the seventeenth century, the Quietist movement 
faded away The begmmng of the eighteenth sees the tnumph of that 
other stream of spiritual vitahty which arose outside the Cathohc 
Church and flowed from the great personality of Jacob Boehme If 
the idea of surrender be the mainspnng of Quietism, the complementary 
idea of rebirth is the mainspnng of this school In Germany, Boehme’s 
works had been collected and published by an obscure mystic, John 
Gichtel (1638-1710) , whosehfeandlettersconstantlybetrayhisinfluence. 
In England, where that influence had been a living force from the 
middle of the seventeenth century, when Boehme’s wntings first became 
known, the Anglo-German Dionysius Andreas Freher was wnting 
between 1699 and 1720 In the early years of the eighteenth century, 
Freher was followed by WiUiam Law (1686-1761), the Non]uror a 
brilliant styhst, and one of the most profound of English rehgiouswnters. 
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Law, who was converted by the reading of Boehme’s works from the 
narrow Chnstianity to which he gave classic expression in the "Serious 
Call" to a wide and iihilosophic mysticism, gave, in a series of wntings 
which burn with mystic passion, a new interpretation and an abiding 
place in English literature to the "inspired shoemaker’s” mighty vision 
of Man and the Universe. 

The latter part of a century which clearly represents the stem down- 
ward trend of the mystic curve gives us three strange persmalities, 
all of whom have passed through Boehme’s school, and have placed 
themselves in opposition to the ecclesiasticism of their day In Germany, 
Eckartshansen (1752-1803). in "The Cloud upon the Sanctuary” and 
other works, continued upon individual lines that tradition of esotenc 
and mystical Chnstianity, and of rebirth as the price of man’s entrance 
into Reality, which found its best and sanest interpreter in William 
Law. In France the troubled spirit of the transcendentalist Saint-Martin 
(1743-1803), the "Unknown Philosopher,” was deeply affected in his 
passage from a merely occult to a mystical philosophy by the reading 
of Boehme and Eckartshausen, and also by the works of the English 
"Philadelphians,” Dr Pordage and Jane Lead, who had long sunk to 
obhvion in their native land In England, William Blake, poet, painter, 
visionary, and prophet (1757-1827), shines like a solitary star in the 
uncongemal atmosphere of the Georgian age 

The career of Blake provides iis with a rare instance of mystical 
genius, forcing not only rhythm and words, but also colour and form, to 
express its vision of truth So individual in his case was this vision, so 
strange the elements from which his symbolic reconstructions were built 
up, that he failed in the attempt to convey it to other men Neither in 
his prophetic books nor in his beautiful mystical paintings does he 
contrive to transmit more than great and stimulating suggestions of 
"things seen” in some higher and more valid state of consciousness 
Whilst his visionary symbohsm denves to a large extent from Sweden- 
borg, whose works were the great influence of his youth, Blake has 
learned much from Boehme, and probably from his Enghsh interpreters * 
Almost alone amongst English Protestant mystics, he has also received 
and assimilated the Cathohe tradition of the personal and inward 
communion of love In his great vision of "Jerusalem.” St Teresa'ahd 
Madame Guyon are amongst the "gentle souls” whom he sees guarding 
that Four-fold Gate which opens towards Beulah — the gate of the con- 
templative life — and guiding the great "Wine-press of Love” whence 
mankind, at the hands of its mystics, has received, in every age, the 
Wine of Life. 
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. 134. 233 

Love — 

Spirit of, see Holy Spirit 
and pam, 19, 221 seq 
desire of, 44 seq , 71 
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337. 343 seq , 347, 372, 454, 455 
Pante's vision of, 340 
One Act, the, 325 seq 
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